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Executive Summary 
 
 
1 Introduction 
 
This report is the output of a research project conducted between November 2007 
and April 2008 on the demand and supply of labour in the Games/Serious Games 
Industries. The project was commissioned by Digital Native Academy as part of 
their Game Lab project. This was funded through the Interactive Digital Media 
Programme by Advantage West Midlands, the Regional Development Agency for 
the English West Midlands region. The research was carried out by the Centre for 
Developmental and Applied Research in Education, University of Wolverhampton. 
 
The research project provides a better understanding of labour supply and demand 
issues within the Entertainment Video Games/Serious Games sector. It focuses 
particularly on graduate skills and recruitment issues.  It was undertaken using a 
mixture of desk-based research alongside interviews with key informants from 
industry, education and the public sector.  Although the research has a regional 
focus, interviews were carried out with a broader range of informants and the 
findings are relevant at a national level in many cases.   
 

2 The Entertainment and Serious Games Industries  
 
The full report details existing research and data on the Entertainment and Serious 
Games Industries, both nationally and for the West Midlands region.  
 
Summary of Findings: 
 

• The Computer Games industry in the UK remains a growth sector although 
at a slower rate than a number of its competitors.  The restructuring of the 
industry in the last decade has seen the emergence of a sector dominated 
by a small number of publisher/developers, a small number of larger (over 
100 employees) independent developers and a large number of small 
companies. 

• The Serious Games Industry is difficult to identity as a sector in its own 
right and currently sits across both the Entertainment Games and 
Interactive Media sectors.  It is still an immature industry comprised mainly 
of small companies with a more cautious approach from the larger 
companies in Entertainment Games.  There are issues around the viability 
of the business model for Serious Games and the growth and profitability of 
the sector.  However, there are indications that this could represent a 
growth industry in the future and there is optimism in some quarters as to 
the potential of the industry.  

• It is difficult to estimate total employment in Entertainment and Serious 
Games.  Data for the Entertainment Games industry shows over 8000 
people employed in development positions with indications of continued 
employment growth.  This figure could be much larger however and may 
not include many employed in Serious Games development and related 
fields.  There is an under-representation in the Interactive Digital Media and 
Computer Games sector of both females and ethnic minority groups.   

• The West Midlands emerges as a region with strength in the Computer 
Games Industry. The region employs 1,600 people in the industry a figure 
that represents approximately 18% of the total Industry employment for all 
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regions.  The West Midlands is on a par with or exceeds other regions 
noted for their Computer Games Industry, for example the North East and 
South East of England.  The industry in the West Midlands is seen as a 
growth area and has support from the Regional Development Agency: 
Advantage West Midlands.  However, it does not, as yet, have a specific 
trade organisation at regional level. 

 
 
3 Recruitment and Skills in the Interactive Media a nd Computer Games 

Industry 
 
The full report draws on existing research and data to provide a context for the 
more detailed analysis of skills demand in subsequent sections. 
 
Summary of Findings:  
 

• The majority of roles in the Games Industry fall within production with a 
high proportion of staff in the Games and Interactive Media Industries 
qualified at graduate level or above.  

• Skills shortages have been reported particularly at senior management 
level but also in terms of experienced staff in all roles.  These shortages 
are a continuing problem for the industry.   

• There is widespread dissatisfaction with graduates in terms of their ‘work 
readiness’ and commercial know-how. There is also concern that the sheer 
volume of Games Degrees has created both confusion as to the relative 
quality of different degrees and an oversupply of graduates for the industry.  

• The Games Industry has not, in the past, given prominence to human 
resource development issues.  

 

4 Recruitment to Entry Level Positions: An Employer  Perspective 
 
This section of the report presents findings from interviews conducted with 
employers and key industry informants. 
 
Summary of Findings: 
 

• Employers mostly stated a preference for recruiting experienced personnel 
and many were reluctant to take on graduates or others at entry level.  
However, a number of employers were keen to recruit graduates, with a 
small number making it a priority. 

• Some roles were more open to new graduates or those with no experience 
than others.  For example, programmers were often recruited from 
graduates and QA was seen as an entry-level role.  However, other roles, 
for example games design, were not seen as entry-level.  Art and 
animation were roles where experience was preferred but graduates may 
be considered. 

• Most employers interviewed stressed that selection was made on the basis 
of proven ability and experience, not qualification level.  However, degrees 
could be used as a means of selecting potential new recruits or as an 
indicator of a particular level of skill and knowledge.   

• Some employers made a distinction between different types of degrees 
and institutions.  Older ‘red brick’ universities were often perceived as 
producing better graduates than the newer universities.  A number of 
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employers only considered graduates from a very limited range of 
universities. 

• All potential recruits were required to demonstrate both ability (through a 
good CV and examples of work) and an enthusiasm for Computer Games. 
 

 
5 Entry Level Recruitment Issues: Employability, HE  Provision and the 

Industry Response 
 
Interviews with both employers and other key informants also looked at issues 
around the employability of graduates, attitudes towards vocational degrees and 
induction, training and the provision of work placements.   

 
Summary of Findings: 
 
Employability of graduates 
 

• New graduates were generally not seen as being ‘work ready’ and could 
take between 6 months to 2 years to become fully productive, although 
some employers saw them as being productive much sooner.   

• Graduates were criticised for having little understanding of the commercial 
environment and often, in addition, no specific industry know-how.  

• The need for team working demands a high level of both written and 
spoken communication skills. These were seen to be lacking in most new 
graduates. 

 
The adequacy of vocational games courses at degree level 
   

• Criticisms about the employability of graduates, particularly with regards to 
their lack of commercial awareness, were magnified when applied to 
students graduating from games courses.  There may be a greater 
expectation of graduates who have chosen vocationally specific degree 
courses. 

• Many employers viewed the actual content of courses as irrelevant, not at 
the right depth or not sufficiently up-to-date.  Both staff and course content 
were criticised for failing to keep pace with industry, thereby producing 
graduates with ‘redundant’ skills. 

• The ‘calibre’ of students was seen as a problem with many games degree 
courses failing to attract students at the right ability level.   

• The proliferation of games courses was not viewed favourably and the 
sheer volume of courses made it more difficult to identify those that were of 
a high quality.  The very small number of skill sector council accredited 
courses did not help this situation. 

• Employers continue to prefer graduates from more traditional degree 
courses, e.g. Physics, Mathematics, Computer Science or Art/animation 
rather than the vocational games courses.    

• A number of employers favoured a general non-vocational degree followed 
by a more specific MSc programme as a route to vocational competence.  

 
Training and induction programmes, work placements and work experience 
programmes 
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• On the whole, only larger companies had any type of formal induction or 
initial training for new entrants that extended past the allocation of a 
mentor.   

• While work placements were viewed as beneficial to students, most 
employers saw them as difficult to provide and of little benefit to 
themselves.  Longer work placements were potentially of more use than 
shorter periods.   

• All employers acknowledged that work placements made a significant 
difference to the commercial understanding and work-readiness of 
students.  

 
 
6 Employment and Skills for Serious Games Developme nt 
 
A key aim of this research project was to look at perceptions of the Serious Games 
Industry from industry and key informants and then to consider any differences in 
skill needs between Entertainment and Serious Games development.    
 
Summary of Findings: 
 
Serious Games development 
 

• With key exceptions, there was currently little interest from the 
Entertainment Computer Games Industry in Serious Games development 
and much of current activity in Serious Games development is based 
around the wider Interactive Media Industry rather than the Entertainment 
Computer Games Industry. 

• Although there was widespread consensus as to the value of computer 
games as learning tools, there was also an acknowledgement that this may 
not translate into a viable market.   In addition, the market for Serious 
Games competes with traditional forms of learning tool.  

• Many companies involved in Serious Games development are small and 
have to structure themselves to be flexible. This has a direct impact on 
recruitment and skills needs. 

 

Skill sets and requirements of people working in Serious Games 
   

• For Entertainment Computer Games Companies, the skills profile of those 
working within the organisation on Serious Games was not seen to be 
distinctive although it may include additional external expertise.  

• Interactive Media companies working on Serious Games Development 
displayed a different skill set and approach. Skills required in-company 
were often more oriented towards management and educational or specific 
expertise with a larger proportion of outsourcing.  Staff within such 
companies were expected to work across job roles and areas of expertise. 

• The size and structure of these companies led to fewer possibilities for 
graduate or other entry-level roles.  However, they were also more open to 
the recruitment of graduates from broader multi-media degree courses.  
These companies may see Computer Games courses as being too specific 
for their purposes and the graduates as having little interest in the type of 
work they undertake. 
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7 Education Provision for the Computer Games/Seriou s Games Industry 
 
Education provision at a national level was considered primarily through an 
analysis of secondary source data.   The report draws attention to the overall 
context of higher education provision and the tension between the demand-led 
approach to provision and the needs of industry.      
 
Summary of Findings:  
 

• There has been a rapid growth in all types of degree in the Games 
Development/Design subject areas with a greater number of foundation 
degrees available along with a large number of combined or joint honours 
programmes.     

• About half of first degrees fall into the ‘Design’ category, although they may 
combine this with other elements.  Design is the area most criticised by 
employers and is the route least likely to be open to new entrants.   

• Prospective students may not access available impartial information on the 
appropriateness of different courses for their intended careers.  The 
careers information given by some universities may be misleading in this 
context.    

• Employers have emphasised the value of industrial placements but a 
significant number of courses do not provide any option for an extended 
period of work experience. 

• There is evidence to suggest that entry requirements to many Games 
degree courses are lower compared to similar (but non-vocational) courses 
at other universities. However, there is no reliable destination data for 
students that would allow for an analysis of student destination by industry 
and occupation at a sufficient level of detail.  It is not possible to map the 
progression of graduates from games or non-vocational courses into 
careers in the Games or other industries.   

• The four Skillset accredited courses are well regarded and have higher 
entry criteria. Interviews with industry informants indicated that there are 
also a small number of other universities with Games courses that are seen 
as providing good quality graduates.  

 
 
8 Education Provision in the West Midlands 
 
A more detailed consideration of educational provision was undertaken for the 
West Midlands region through both data collection and interviews with educational 
informants in the region.  
 
Summary of Findings:   
 
Educational Provision at Degree Level 
 

• The West Midlands has no trade alliance or other type of organisation that 
brings educational providers and industry together on a regular basis.  This 
results in more informal or ad hoc arrangements that may be less effective 
overall in aligning industry demands with educational provision.  It contrasts 
with the situation in other regions. 

• As with the national picture, there has been a rapid growth in the number of 
courses geared to the Computer Games Industry – at the moment it is 
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estimated that there are approximately 140 graduates from such courses in 
the region per annum. 

• There are no Skillset accredited courses in the region, although some 
courses have accreditation from other bodies.  Games courses in the 
region may lack the status of these accredited courses and therefore the 
ability to attract the best students.   

 
  The Development and Relevance of Degree Level Provision 
 

• The growth in the number of games courses was seen to be a response to 
the demand of students, the interests of staff and in some cases the need 
to offset falling student numbers in allied subject areas.  

• Course providers perceived these courses as meeting the needs of 
industry and had taken steps to work with industry to this effect, although 
there was a recognition that maintaining these links and ensuring input at 
the right level was often difficult. 

• There was an understanding of the value of team working and 
communication skills and course leaders saw these as an integral part of 
their courses.  

• Although it was recognised that the strongest courses were designed from 
scratch to games industry specifications there remain a number of 
repackaged or reconstituted courses within the region.  

• Course tutors commented that there is often a mismatch between the 
expectations of students and the needs of industry.  Students were 
optimistic about their career options and often unrealistic about the level 
they may be working at in terms of technical expertise and professional 
level.   

• There was a difference in some cases between the view put forward by 
course lecturers of industry needs, i.e. ‘competent routine programming 
tasks’ and that of industry, i.e. ‘the brightest and the best’.  There is 
currently no information on job roles and content that would allow for 
further clarification on this issue and this remains a major issue for 
improving educational provision.   

• Student expectations are influenced by the careers information they are 
provided with at application stage.  At present, most of this information 
promises what industry commentators believe to be unrealistic career 
outcomes, implying that the course will give access to a career within the 
Games Industry.  This was the case with most of the courses in the West 
Midlands.  

• Education informants identified a number of barriers to effective education 
provision, around their lack of autonomy and institutional rigidities; their 
inability to keep pace with industry changes; problems in maintaining 
effective links with industry; and the difficulty of achieving accreditation 
through Skillset. 
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9 Conclusions, Key Findings and Recommendations 
 
The research report concludes by first bringing together conclusions and key 
findings  that relate to the original research questions posed, and then setting out a 
series of recommendations.   
 
Conclusions and Key Findings  
 
The conclusions and key findings of this research project include a discussion of 
the match between demand and supply; the recruitment and training for entry-level 
roles; the content of educational provision; links between industry and educational 
providers and the Serious Games Industry.  This section only briefly overviews 
these and a full discussion can be found in section 9.1. 
 

• The research project demonstrates a mismatch between the needs of 
industry and educational provision.   This mismatch concerns the volume 
of graduates produced by vocational games degrees; the types of degrees 
currently provided; the content of degree programmes; and the calibre and 
work readiness of the graduates emerging from these courses.   The 
potential for a match between industry needs and educational provision is 
not facilitated by the current demand-led context within which educational 
providers work.  

• The absence of a strong culture of training and dev elopment  in the 
Computer Games Industry will partly fuel both the attitudes towards the 
recruitment of new graduates and the shortages of more experienced 
personnel.  Attitudes towards new graduates are partly the result of an 
industry that is not configured to absorb and train up inexperienced staff. 

• There is some variation in the quality and relevanc e of vocational 
courses  for the Computer Games Industry, which is not facilitated by the 
current context and the funding mechanisms for undergraduate provision.  
However, there are also institutional rigidities and internal constraints that 
add to difficulties in developing and maintaining effective provision. 

• Industry-Education Links are generally not as effective as they could be 
and have been difficult, in many cases, to maintain despite goodwill on both 
sides.   

• The Serious Games Industry is currently in an early  stage of its 
development and it remains unclear how viable it ma y be as an 
industry , nor the precise nature of the business model for companies 
operating within the sector.  The lack of interest from established 
Entertainment Games Companies reflects these uncertainties although 
there are some areas of growth and development.   The skills demands of 
this industry may well depend on the direction it takes in the very near 
future vis-à-vis the involvement of the larger established companies. 
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Recommendations 
 
The recommendations are presented in the context of five overarching themes, as 
presented below.  A fuller discussion can be found in section 9.2. 
 
 
Supporting Industry-Education Links  
 
Although there are instances of good practice industry-education links need to be 
better supported and developed.  Specifically at regional level:  
 

• It would be useful to investigate the benefits of a Computer Games - or 
perhaps a wider, Interactive Media - trade alliance for the region.  

• Education providers need support at regional level to locate and maintain 
high quality work placements.  

• It may be advantageous to have a separate forum for the Serious Games 
Industry that could be involved in identifying and taking forward its agenda.  

 

 
Supporting Industry-based training and induction at  entry level 
 
The following recommendations are put forward to promote better awareness of 
the value of, and attitudes towards, in-company training at entry-level.   
 

• Companies in the Computer Games and Interactive Media Industries would 
benefit from information and exchange that enables them to see the value 
of training and development, particularly for inexperienced staff.  

• Education providers and companies could work together at regional level to 
set up group induction or initial training schemes. 

• Initiatives designed to create or support work placements for students, 
either within degree programmes, through simulations, or postgraduate 
work, should be supported.  

• Support for work placements, graduate apprenticeship and other induction 
schemes in the region could usefully be linked to students attending 
regional universities.  

 
 
Raising the profile and quality of education provis ion 
 
The following recommendations are intended to promote and raise the quality of 
educational provision for the Games Industry within the West Midlands region.   
 

• Stronger industry-education links, in particular a forum (as above) should 
help to ensure that education provision meets the needs of industry in the 
region more effectively.   

• It may be appropriate to design courses from scratch according to industry 
standards, and ensure that there is an adequate level of industry 
involvement in both initial and ongoing development.   The final years of 
study should focus on aiding students in the production of high quality 
portfolios and show reels as appropriate. 

• Education providers should consider the main features of courses that are 
recognised as being excellent, whether accredited or non-accredited. They 
should use these as examples of best practice in an effort to raise the 
profile of such courses for both potential students and industry. 
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• An annual industry/AWM sponsored regional event to showcase the 
achievements of the region’s final year and postgraduate students would 
further raise the profile of provision in the West Midlands.  

• Regional universities should establish a Games course tutors’ forum to 
discuss areas of synergy and potential collaboration and to share 
expertise. 

 
 
Supporting the Serious Games Industry 
 
The following recommendations are made in the context of an existing regional 
strategy to support Serious Games development as a potential growth industry. 
 

• Serious Games developers should collaborate more closely with 
mainstream education and training providers including e-learning 
developers to exploit potential new markets alongside more conventional e-
learning.  

• Industry employers should make links with education providers in order to 
provide education related projects for their students.  

• The range of skill needs for Serious Games development should be 
identified for possible translation into education provision. 

• There is a need to support small Serious Games companies working in the 
region. Coordinating activity must be done on a regional basis and not be 
linked exclusively to individual institutions.  

 
 
Addressing knowledge gaps and intelligence needs 
 
The research report also identifies areas where there is insufficient knowledge or 
where greater understanding would be beneficial.  The following are seen as areas 
that could be more readily addressed through regional or national research.   
 

• There is a need for further investigation of Serious Games companies that 
looks at emerging markets, competition, finance and funding issues as well 
as business models, segmentation of the market and possible 
developments.  

• The discrepancy between the views of industry informants and those of 
education providers brings into focus a lack of understanding of the day to 
day work and skill requirements of the Computer Games Industry.  

• There is a need to address the lack of knowledge and data about the 
motivations, expectations and destinations of graduates. 
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1 Introduction 
 
This report forms the output of a research project conducted between November 
2007 and April 2008 on the demand and supply of labour in the Games/Serious 
Games Industries.  The research project was commissioned by Digital Native 
Academy as part of their Game Lab project. This was funded by Advantage West 
Midlands, the Regional Development Agency for the English West Midlands 
region. The research was carried out by the School of Education, Wolverhampton 
University. 
 
 
1.1 Aims 
 
The aim of this research project is to provide a better understanding of the labour 
supply and demand issues within the Games/Serious Games sector.   Although the 
research has a regional focus, both the desk and fieldwork components of the 
study were broader and included information at national level.   
 
Within the overall aim of the research project there are a number of more specific 
aims: 
 

• To provide an appreciation of the overall context of the Games/Serious 
Games Industry; 

• To establish the main issues, identified by a range of employers in the 
Games/Serious Games sectors, relevant to the recruitment of labour at 
entry level; and 

• To map the available education provision, in particular within the West 
Midlands for those wishing to enter the Games/Serious Games industry 
and consider the fit between provision and the recruitment needs of 
employers. 

 
 
1.2 Scope and Limitations of the Research Project  
 
This project was intended to provide a regional focus on the demand for and 
supply of labour in the Games/Serious Games industry within the West Midlands 
region.  In the early stages of the research this was broadened in two main ways: 
firstly by looking at companies both within and outside the West Midlands region 
and secondly in considering Entertainment Games and Interactive Media 
Companies.  In other regards the project took a more focused approach by 
concentrating on entry-level job roles and occupations.   
 
The research was also limited by the lack of reliable data, an issue that has 
affected other research in this area.  Scope and limitations are discussed in more 
detail in Annex 1.1. 
  
 
1.3 Approach and Methods 
 
The research project comprised four main components which incorporated the 
collection of secondary source data as well as interviews with key informants, 
employers and educational providers.  The approach was to utilise quantitative 
data, usually from secondary sources, which could then be considered in greater 
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detail through the more qualitative interviews carried out with a range of 
informants.  Details of these components can be found in Annex 1.2. 
 
 
1.4 Structure of Report  
 
Following this introductory section, the remainder of the report is divided into eight 
sections in addition to the Executive Summary and the Annexes. 
 
Background information using secondary source data on the Entertainment and 
Serious Games sectors can be found in sections 2 and 3.  Section 2 looks at the 
Entertainment and Serious Games Industries, while section 3 provides more 
detailed discussion on employment, training and skills issues in the Computer 
Games and Interactive Media Industry. 
 
The Demand Side is considered in sections 4, 5 and 6.  Section 4 looks at 
recruitment to entry-level positions and discusses the criteria applied by employers 
and the relative emphases on qualifications and skills.  Section 5 looks in more 
detail at the perceptions of industry regarding the employability of graduates and at 
the adequacy of degree level courses as a preparation for job roles in the industry.  
Section 6 focuses particularly on these issues as they affect companies that are 
involved in the development of Serious Games, looking at the differences in skill 
sets and job roles identified by industry informants. 
 
The Supply Side is considered in sections 7 and 8.  Section 7 presents data, 
mostly from secondary sources, on education provision at a national level.  This 
focuses primarily on graduate level provision.  Section 8 takes a regional 
perspective and maps provision in the West Midlands region.  It also includes a 
discussion of factors influencing this provision from the provider perspective.   
 
Overall conclusions, findings and recommendations are presented in section 9.  
The recommendations that arise from this report are directed mostly at a regional 
level and include possible actions and initiatives at this level. 
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2 The Entertainment and Serious Games Industries  
 
This section includes: 
 

• Background data on the Games and Serious Games Industries  
• A short discussion of the Serious Games Industry 
• Data on employment in the Games and Interactive Media industries  
• A brief consideration of the Entertainment and Serious Games Industries in 

the West Midlands. 
 
 
2.1 The UK Entertainment Games Industry 
 
The recent UK Trade and Industry (UKTI) report by Games Investor Consulting 
(GIC) 1 provides the most up-to-date figures on the UK Games industry.  The 
report estimates that in 2006 the industry generated a retail income of £2 billion 
and investment in Games development was £370 million.  The UK is the fourth 
largest producer of Games after the US, Japan and Canada.   Although growing, 
the rate of growth is slower in the UK than for a number of its competitors, notably 
Canada, a trend GIC puts down to less favourable financial and labour conditions 
within the UK.  GIC notes that the absence of an indigenous publisher with a high 
proportion of the world market is also a factor in the more precarious state of the 
UK market.2  
 
GIC (UKTI 2007) estimates that there are about 160 independent Games 
developers across the UK, although there is likely to be a greater number of small 
companies working across the Games and Interactive Media sectors.  The industry 
has gone through a number of structural changes in the last decade, after a 
buoyant period from the late 1980s to the early 2000s, caused in part by the 
changeover from first to second generation platforms and higher development 
costs associated with new titles.  Since 2000 about 45% of companies have either 
gone out of business or been taken over (sometimes to be closed down).  The 
UKTI report argues that a more risk-averse climate, the need for IP ownership and 
higher development costs and production team size have led to the demise of 
small ‘back bedroom’ companies and the growth of medium and larger companies.  
This includes the movement of publishers into development and their acquisition of 
many of the independent studios.  The resulting picture now is of a sector 
dominated by a small number of global publisher/developers, with a dozen or so 
medium-sized, independent developers and a larger number of much smaller 
companies who working either independently or in servicing roles to the larger 
companies.3 
 
UKTI (2007) estimates that a total of 21,000 people work in the Games Industry, 
about 8,000 of them in Games development, although current figures from Skillset 
suggest this figure is 8,8504.   GIC notes that the UK is characterised by relatively 
high labour costs in comparison to its overseas competitors.  Skillset (2007)5 notes 

                                            
1 UKTI (2007) Playing for Keeps: challenges to sustaining a world-class UK Games sector: Country 
Profiles.  Prepared for UK Trade and Investment, Department for Business Enterprise and Regulatory 
Reform, TIGA, by Games Investor Consulting Ltd.   
2 GIC notes that both the indigenous publishers, Eidos (now owned by SCEi) and Codemasters, are 
much smaller in terms of world market than other publishers operating in the UK.   
3 Key informants also put forward this view of the emerging ‘shape’ of the Games industry. 
4 Skillset (2006) Employment Census. 
5 Skillset (2007) Mapping Supply and Demand for Skills in the Audio-visual Industries in the North of 
England. Cross Sectoral, Pan-regional Summary Report,  December 2007 
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that these higher labour costs are still below the market rate in some occupational 
areas compared to other sectors in the UK, particularly the financial sector.  
However, in a global context, labour costs within the UK are high and the industry 
is competing against overseas companies that are able to offer significantly lower 
development costs either because of lower wage rates, or because of labour 
subsidies.6  The GIC assessment of productivity for UKTI concluded that there was 
little scope for improving productivity through greater worker productivity.  The 
report also notes that there has been a consistent growth in employment since 
2004.   
 
There are over 160 companies working in the Games sector although only a small 
number of them have a substantial workforce.  GIC figures suggest that currently 
11 of the independent developers employ more than 100 people.7  Of the 8,000 
staff identified by GIC as working in Games development, 3,850 are employed by 
independent developers and 4,150 in development studios owned by publishers.8 
 
Although there are concerns over recruitment problems and skills shortages within 
the Computer Games and Interactive Media industries, research such as the report 
by UKTI and Skillset (2007) warns against using these issues as an explanation for 
all the problems facing these industries.  In particular, a number of the problems 
within the Interactive Media Industry are caused by financial and other factors.  
The study undertaken by the Burns Owen Partnership for Skillset on the Audio 
Visual Industries in the North West makes the point that, for the Computer Games 
Sector, a major issue is that of capital, particularly for start-up and small 
businesses.  The ‘real issue’ they argue is not skills but ‘company development, 
business support and access to finance’.  As with the UKTI study, one of the major 
challenges facing the UK Games Industry is the less favourable conditions in which 
it operates within a global market.   
 
 
2.2 The Serious Games Industry 
 
There is no distinct Serious Games Industry that can be easily differentiated from 
other Games or Interactive Media Industrial sectors.  The Serious Games Industry 
is incorporated within those companies in the Audio Visual Sector that apply 
Games technology to learning or training.9 It may encompass Entertainment 
Games Companies, E-Learning or other Interactive Training Solutions Companies 
as well as extending to Virtual Worlds which may have learning applications.  In 
this report, the Serious Games Industry is used as a term to refer to this eclectic 
range of interests and industries rather than a sector that is easily identified and 
reported upon. 
 
There have been a number of attempts to define the term Serious Games.  The 
Department of Trade and Industry (DTI) suggest that Serious Games are  

                                            
6 The wage rates of staff in Asia and China were commonly cited as being lower than in the UK and 
this is confirmed in comparisons made by GIC.  Canada offers substantial labour subsidies at 
present. 
7 GIC (in UKTI 2007) provide the following figures for employment by the larger independent studios:  
Jagex (296), Eurocom (280), Rebellion (280), Kuju (220), Blitz (175), Climax (150), Real Time Worlds 
(140), Bizarre Creations (125), Frontier Developments (110), Travellers’ Tales (105), Evolution 
Studios (100), Free Radical Design (100).  The report includes a full list of Games developers in the 
UK. 
8 GIC figures  
9 This report does not consider the evidence for the efficacy of Serious Games.  For an overview of 
research see ELSPA (2006), Unlimited Learning: computer and video Games in the learning 
landscape. 
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“Non-entertainment use of Interactive entertainment software and content 
primarily for education and training purposes.”10 
 

Key informant Interviews indicated that the definition of Serious Games, as well as 
the term itself, is not a given.  In particular, there is no agreement as to where 
Interactive or Off-line Media learning applications become ‘Games’.  While the use 
of Games technology and engines would seem to constitute a simple means of 
defining a ‘Serious Game’, the complexity of entertainment Games technology 
varies considerably.  Moreover, the parallel issue is where ‘Games’ cease to be 
entertainment and begin to be ‘serious’. There is also the issue that the basic 
premise of gaming according to some commentators is based on learning.11 Again, 
while it might be possible to define a Serious Game with respect to its objectives 
(i.e. entertainment or learning) there are significant grey areas attached to the 
middle ground.  Added to this, there is dissatisfaction with the term ‘Serious 
Games’.12 
 
Taking on this definitional issue Clark (2006)13 confirms the difficulties attaching to 
both the terms ‘Serious’ and ‘Games’, but argues for a more pragmatic approach, 
suggesting that it may be better to “lighten up on the idea that there even exists a 
definitive dictionary definition”.  
 
However, while it may be possible to ‘set aside’ definitional issues surrounding the 
concept of ‘Serious Games’ and accept an emerging or fluid approach, this does 
not lend itself to an accurate mapping of the sector/industry, particularly with 
respect to employment.  ‘Serious Games’ sit within the Interactive Media Industrial 
Sector, incorporating Entertainment Games Companies, E-Learning and other 
educationally orientated Multi-Media companies and a range of other companies 
that have no links to either entertainment or ‘Serious’ Games.   
 
At present there are no other means of identifying ‘Serious Games’ as an industry 
in the UK, or regionally. The Entertainment and Leisure Software Publishers 
Association (ELSPA),14 for example, cites figures relating more generally to the 
Entertainment Games Industry with estimated and projected market figures.  
ELSPA estimates that the Computer Games Industry overall is worth about £25 
billion15 and E-learning more than US $80 billion16.  DTI estimated the Serious 
Games market in the US at about $50 million17 but ITI TechMedia estimates the 
potential market at US$70 million.  This would suggest that while Serious Games 
will not be as sizeable a market as either Entertainment Games or the E-learning 
market, it currently represents a substantial market with a strong growth potential. 
 

                                            
10 DTI (2007) A DTI Perspective on Serious Games - presentation to BECTA Technology Seminar: 
Enhancing Learning: Virtual Worlds, Simulations and Games-based Learning by Leigh Jackson, 
Deputy Director, Business Engagement, DTI Communications and Content Industries Unit.  
11 Gee J, P. (2003) What Video Games Have to Teach Us About Language Learning and Literacy. 
Palgrave MacMillan: New York. Royle, K. (2008) Video Games and Learning: An Alternative 
Perspective. Innovate on Line Vol. 4 Issue 4. 
12 This was referred to by nearly all the key informants as well as by those companies who were 
developing ‘Serious Games’.  
13 Donald Clark (2006) Games and Evidence (Part 1 - Market, prevalence and academic evidence) 
Caspian Learning 
14 ELSPA (2006) 
15 ELSPA 2006 
16 DTI 2007, figures from ITI Techmedia, figures given for Serious Games are in US$ 
17 DTI 2007, figures from SGI, GDC 2006 
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Both ELSPA and Business Enterprise and Regulatory Reform (BERR) (formerly 
DTI) are optimistic about the applications and take-up of Serious Games.  ELSPA 
(2006) notes that evidence for the learning benefits of Serious Games suggests 
they have a broad application in a number of fields, e.g. in both education 
institutions and public and private sector training.  This view is shared by Clark 
(2006) who sees the main drivers for the growth of Serious Games as being the 
numbers of ‘disillusioned and disappointed’ learners coupled with the need to 
improve skills.  Clark draws on the work of Prensky to argue that the new 
generation of ‘digital natives’ will increasingly demand new types of learning, more 
closely matched to the rationale behind less vertical, non-didactic learning 
embodied within Serious Games18. Games based learning is also directly aligned 
with problem-based learning and so could make significant contributions to 
vocational and professional education. 
 
A number of issues have been raised that could have an impact on the commercial 
viability of the Serious Games market.  ELSPA notes that the budgets for Serious 
Games products are rarely, if ever, on the scale of the larger commercial Games.   
Bespoke products will suffer from lower development costs that could reduce 
overall quality levels, consequently lowering the high end game production values 
that may motivate learners to engage, while COTS products may lack longevity19.  
The income generated from Serious Games products may never reach the levels 
of some of the best or even medium selling Entertainment Games owing to their 
lack of universal, broad spectrum appeal and their location within particular 
practice communities. 
 
The ELSPA white paper reports that, although there are few developers with 
dedicated Serious Games teams, there is an increasing interest by first-party 
developers.  The success of Serious Games such as Nintendo’s Brain Training 
with Dr Kawashima, and Sony’s Talkman translation and pronunciation game is 
indicative of some interest. These two products have tapped a broad-spectrum 
‘puzzle book’ and utility appeal. However ELSPA does not see the entertainment 
Games industry developing Serious Games divisions, and the DTI comments that 
there has been little interest from many of the entertainment Games companies to 
develop this sector.  However, there is evidence of a growing interest from both the 
private and public sector and, in particular, the DTI refers to the creation of an 
interdepartmental Serious Games Group20 as an indication of Government interest 
in the potential of the Serious Games Market.  They also comment on the 
emergence of a West Midlands Cluster supported by regional expertise, and the 
recent start up of ANGILS, a trade association for Serious Games Developers 
within Europe. 
 
A related point, raised in a number of the key informant interviews, concerned the 
extent to which the Serious Games market could produce a viable business model.  
With the exception of a small number of publicly funded or supported Serious 
Games ventures, the current trend is towards small-scale development, usually 
managed by smaller companies from an ‘edutainment’ or e-learning rather than 

                                            
18 Prenksky, M (2001) Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants. From On the Horizon, Vol. 9, no. 5 NCB 
University Press.  
19 ELSPA also notes that the research on the educational effectiveness of COTS products is more 
mixed.  The issues raised were over content relevance, teaching support and time necessitated and 
measurement of outcomes.  COTS products were also more likely to contain cultural stereotypes, 
making transfer into an educational setting inappropriate. 
20 Current Membership of the Government’s Interdepartmental Serious Games Group includes: 
BERR (chair), DCSF/DIUS, Becta, MoD, DCMS, Scottish Enterprise, DEFRA, DoH, DoT, UKTI, Food 
Standards Agency, the Ordnance Survey. 
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‘entertainment’ background. With the exception of the larger publisher/developer 
and independent developers from the Entertainment Games sector, most of the 
companies currently operating within the Serious Games market, either branch into 
other areas of the Interactive Media Industry or remain very small.  Often they 
retain a ‘top-heavy’ structure using freelancers or outsourcing to manage 
fluctuations in project development.  While this situation may lend itself to growth 
from start-ups and small businesses, it is also relatively unstable and could lead to 
a high proportion of business failures.  The views of both key informants and 
companies on the Serious Games market are considered in more detail in section 
6. 
 
 
2.3 Employment Data for the Interactive Media and C omputer Games 

Industries  
 
As detailed above, this report seeks to outline the employment and training issues 
within both the Entertainment and Serious Games Industries.  However, there are 
no official statistics that allow for the collection of data at this level of sophistication.  
While Skillset datasets allow for a consideration of Computer Games, which 
adequately reflects the Entertainment Games Industry, Serious Games will be 
included in this and in the broader Interactive Media category.  There is currently 
no means by which Serious Games, as an industrial sector, can be identified and 
isolated for the purposes of compiling employment data. 
 
A compromise is to use the figures for the Entertainment Games Industry while 
providing some broader context with reference to the Interactive Media sector.  
This means that the following discussion is more accurate about the Entertainment 
Games Industry but only indicative of the Interactive Media sector, which may 
include some of the Serious Games companies.  In the absence of any reliable 
data on the Games sector from official statistics, Skillset surveys currently provide 
the most accurate sources of data.21   
 
The Skillset Census (2006)22 provides data on employment in all Audio Visual 
Industries within the SSC footprint.  This survey was sent to around 13,000 
companies in the Audio Visual Industries23 and generated 2,519 responses in total, 
including 427 for Interactive Media, of which 76 responses were from Computer 
Games Companies.   
 

• The total number employed  in Audio Visual Industries is estimated at 
205,550.  Of this, Interactive Media accounts for 48,600 of whom 8,850 
work within Computer Games. In addition, the animation sector, which is 

                                            
21 See the comments on the reliability of data in Annex 1 of this report.  Neither SIC or SOC codings 
provide a means of using official statistics with any accuracy.  Skillset’s surveys are based on small 
samples (with low response rates) weighted to provide an overall picture, and represent the best data 
on both the Interactive Media industry and the Games Industry in the UK for employment, skills and 
training. 
22 Skillset (2006) Employment Census 2006: The Results of the Sixth Census of the Audio Visual 
Industries.   
23 These are Television, Radio, Animation, Interactive Media, Other Content Creation, Facilities, and 
Film.  The Audio Visual Industries are categorised into a number of sectors.  Of relevance to this 
study is the Interactive Media Sector which comprises: Web and Internet; Computer Games; Offline 
Media; Interactive TV and Mobile Content.  Clearly the Computer Games category is most relevant to 
this report although some people working with Entertainment and Serious Games may be found in 
Interactive Media Industries.  The Animation Sector may also be relevant although animators working 
in Computer Games would be included in this category.   
 



 

© Digital Native Academy Limited 2008 17  

considered separately, employs 4,700 some of whom may work on 
occasion on Interactive Media projects, including Games.  

• Computer Games  incorporates a number of different roles (See 3.1) which 
are ‘counted’ in the census within 3 occupational groupings : Interactive 
or Games Production; Interactive or Games Operations; Interactive or 
Games Business.  These categories are also applicable in other Audio-
Visual Industries, and the figures given in the table below are shown for 
both the Interactive Media sector and the Computer Games Industries. The 
figures illustrate that the vast majority of staff working in Interactive Media 
and Computer Games, are in production roles. 

 
 
Table 1 Employment by Occupational Role (Interactiv e Media and 

Computer Games) 
 
Occupational 
Roles 

Sector Employees 
 

Freelancers 
 

Total 
 
 

All Interactive Media 25,000  
 

6,500 31,500 Interactive  or 
Games 
Production Computer Games 5,800 500 6,300 

All Interactive Media 2,000 200 2,200 Interactive  or 
Games 
Operations Computer Games 800 100 900 

All Interactive Media 6,800 450 7,250 Interactive  or 
Games 
Business Computer Games 700 * 700 

All Interactive Media 33,800 7,150 40,950 Totals 

Computer Games 7,300 600 7,900** 

*Denotes a figure that is less than 50 but greater than zero. 
** These three categories do not include other staff, e.g. in administrative or service functions so the 
totals for the industry will be less than the total employment figures used elsewhere. 
 

• Skillset’s figures show that the use of freelancers 24 within the Audio Visual 
Industries varies from one occupational group to another – and ranges 
from 69% in some occupations to low or non-existent numbers in others, 
with an average of 27%.  Computer Games has a fairly low level of 
freelancers at 8%, but others within Interactive Media, such as Web and 
Internet have higher rates (20%), while Animation (as a sector) has 
approximately 38% of its workforce employed in a freelance capacity.  The 
Employer Survey (2006)  found that 68% of employers in Computer 
Games, 69% in Web and Internet, and 50% in Off-line Media used 
freelancers, so although the actual numbers may be low, the majority of 
companies in Interactive Media use freelancers at some point.    

• The census shows that in Computer Games women are under-represented 
in comparison to the workforce as a whole (12% compared to 46% of the 
workforce25).  In other parts of the Audio Visual industries there are greater 
proportions of women - for Interactive Media there are 31% working in Web 
and Internet and 37% in off-line Multi-Media.  However, this may reflect 

                                            
24 Freelancers are defined by Skillset as anyone working on a contract of less than one year’s 
duration or as a sole trader. 
25 The figure of 46% is taken from the Labour Force Survey 2006. 
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different proportions of occupations – there are also much larger 
proportions of operational and business support staff in these industries.   

• Although in the Audio Visual Industries generally, ethnic minorities are 
under-represented, in Computer Games the proportion (5%) is not as low 
when compared to the labour force as a whole (7%) as in other parts of the 
Audio Visual Sector.   

 
The Skillset Workforce Survey  (2005)26 provides an alternative source of data 
collected, not from employers (as in the Skillset Employment Census 2006) but 
from the workforce.  Again, this includes figures taken from a small 
response/sample27 and weighted accordingly to represent the industry as a whole.  
However, the workforce survey provides a useful source of information on the 
characteristics of the workforce for those working within the Interactive Media and, 
more specifically, Computer Games Industries. The following points summarise the 
information most relevant to this report: 
 

• The Age Distribution  of the Computer Games Industry suggests that it is 
a ‘young persons’ industry.  The proportion of people between 25 and 34 
years of age is 64% compared to a UK figure of 36%, while 76% of the 
workforce in Computer Games is 34 years or under.  Skillset figures also 
show that a smaller proportion of people working in Computer Games have 
dependent children under the age of 16 years28, which would seem to be 
reasonable given its ‘youthful’ profile.   

• Although freelancers are not as common in Computer Games , overall 
there is a connection between age and contract type with young people 
more likely to be employed and older people more likely to be working in a 
freelance capacity.  

• For Computer Games, the survey shows that 68% of the workforce are 
graduates , and for Web, Internet and Off-line Media this figure is even 
higher at 80%.  Analysis of highest level of qualification by year of entry 
shows that there has been a growth in the number of graduates year on 
year.  For those entering the Interactive Media industry p rior to 1990, 
52% had degrees whilst for 2004-5 this figure was 8 5%.  This confirms 
the view that recruitment to the Interactive Media industry is predominantly 
at graduate level or above.   

 
 
2.4 The Regional Perspective 
 
The Skillset Action Plan 29 estimates that there are 160 Interactive Media 
businesses operating in the West Midlands Region30, with concentrations in 
Birmingham, Rugby, Coventry and Leamington Spa.  Two of the largest 
entertainment companies are located in the West Midlands Region:  Blitz Games 

                                            
26 Skillset (2005) Survey of the Audiovisual Industries’ Workforce 2005.  The Workforce Survey does 
not include Film.  In addition, whereas the Census includes Computer Games within Interactive 
Media, the Workforce Survey treats Computer Games as a separate category, another being Web 
and Offline Multi-media.  This, plus different methodologies, populations and dates could explain 
some differences in figures between the two sources of data. 
27 The response rate from the Interactive Media Industries was estimated at 1% with approximately 
2% from Computer Games employees/freelancers.  This represented a total of 151 responses from 
an estimated total (based on the Skillset Employment Census 2004) of 9,400. 
28 17% as opposed to 26% for all responses, e.g. the Audio Visual workforce as a whole. 
29 Skillset: creating the future: The UK Skills Action Plan for the Interactive Media and Computer 
Games Industries (undated, circa 2004/05) 
30 The Skillset report comments that the West Midlands Employer Panel believe this figure 
underestimates the number of companies operating in the region. 
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and Codemasters.  Blitz Games is one of the few independent developers to have 
a dedicated Serious Games Division, while Codemasters is one of only two 
indigenous publisher/developers in the UK31.   The West Midlands is supported by 
academic expertise at a number of its universities:  Birmingham University is the 
home to the Human Interface Technologies Team, a research centre with Serious 
Games expertise, Coventry University is the home to the West Midland’s Serious 
Games Institute, and Wolverhampton University has expertise in AI.  The region 
also includes the University of Warwick, currently ranked in the top ten both overall 
and in Computer Science.32 
 
Data from the Skillset Census provides a regional breakdown by numbers 
employed, and occupational roles, as well as composition in terms of gender, 
ethnic minority group and disability.  The following table gives the regional 
breakdown figures for the Interactive Media Industries as a whole and for the 
Computer Games Industry, for the UK and the West Midlands region.   
 
Table 2 Regional Breakdown: Employment by contract status (2006 
Census figures) 
 

Region Sector Employees 
 

Freelancers 
 

Total33 
 
 

All Interactive Media34 40,100 7,400 47,500 All Regions 

Computer Games 8,100 700 8,800 

All Interactive Media 2,400 300 2,400 West Midlands 

Computer Games 1,600 100 1,600 

 
The Skillset Census (2006)  provides percentage figures for the Audio Visual 
Industries as a whole.  These show that the West Midlands employs about 3% of 
the total.  London and the South East account for 57%, but the West Midlands 
figure is similar to other regions (e.g. East Midlands 3%, North West and East of 
England 6%).  For Interactive Media as a whole  (see footnote 32) the West 
Midlands has a slightly larger share of employment, at 5%, with an approximate 
figure of 2,400 employees and freelancers in the region.  However, according to 
Skillset Census data the West Midlands does emerge as a region with strength  
in the Computer Games Industry.  The region employs 1,600 people in the 
industry a figure that represents approximately 18% of the total employment for all 
regions.  The West Midlands is on a par with or exceeds other regions noted for 
their Computer Games Industry, notably the North East and South East of 
England.   
 

                                            
31  Games Investor Consulting, cited in UKTI (2007)  
32 The Times University Rankings League Tables 2007. 
33 Census figures are rounded to the nearest 100 throughout.  This means that totals are accurate to 
the nearest 100, but not necessarily equal to the sum of row or column totals, notably for regional 
figures used here.  Rounding errors due to the small numbers involved in regional figures reduce their 
validity. Regional figures should be seen as illustrative rather than exact.   
34 All other Interactive Media data have been calculated from Skillset regional breakdown figures to 
give an appreciation of the relative strength of different industries in the West Midlands and should be 
used only for illustrative purposes.  It is comprised, in this table, of Off-line Multi-Media, Web and 
Internet and Computer Games.  All figures are rounded and may not agree with aggregated figures 
cited elsewhere. 
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Figure 1  The distribution of Computer Games 

Industry Employment by Region  (nos) 
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Skillset figures were not available for occupational roles by region.35  However, it is 
reasonable to expect that these figures are consistent with the national picture, 
with the majority of those employed working in production roles and much smaller 
proportions working in operations or business roles.  
 
Figures for Gender, Ethnicity and Disability show similar trends to those for the 
national picture.  For example, ethnic minority groups remain under-represented in 
the Computer Games Industry at 5% of the workforce (10% for the Audio Visual 
Industries overall) in the industry compared to 7% of the labour force as a whole.   
Women are under-represented in the West Midlands, comprising only 34% of the 
Audio Visual workforce compared to 38% overall.  However this figure may well be 
explained by the variation in sectors within regions.  
 
The most recent Skills Strategy for the Audio Visual Industries in the West 
Midlands 36 comments on the difficulty of compiling and forecasting employment in 
the Interactive Media Industries.  Drawing on a range of sources the document 
provides some contextual figures on Audio Visual Industries as a whole and 
indicates possible trends.37 
 

• Audio Visual Companies are predominantly small with an average of 5.4 
staff. 98% have fewer than 25 employees.38  As with the national trend, in 
the West Midlands there are a small number of medium - large companies 
and a large number of very small companies and sole traders.  More than 
half the workforce in Audio Visual Industries in the West Midlands is 
employed in high level occupations: 14% as managers and senior officials, 

                                            
35 Figures at regional level are subject to inaccuracy owing to the sample size and were not 
considered as being reliable by occupational role.  There is no evidence to suggest that the 
distribution of roles would be any different at regional level than at the national one.   
36 Skillset (2005) West Midlands Skills Strategy for the Audio Visual Industries.  Final Version. 
February 2005 
37 The Regional Skills Strategy uses a number of sources, e.g. the Annual Business Enquiry, NESS, 
SIN as well as Skillset.  These do not use the same categories for the different industries, often have 
small samples at regional/sector levels. They are best used as illustrative rather than definitive.  
38 NESS figures, citied in the Skillset (2005) West Midlands Regional Skills Strategy. 
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28% as professionals, and 9% as associate professionals.39  The figure for 
England is 35% which would suggest a greater than average proportion of 
professional staff in the region.  

• The majority of employers (72%) in Audio Visual Industries reported that 
they expected their businesses to grow.  The Skills strategy noted that the 
Skills Panel in the West Midlands saw animation as a growth sector in the 
region.  It also noted that, unlike other regions, the West Midlands does not 
have a specific Games organisation, e.g. Game Republic in Yorkshire and 
Humberside. 

• The Skills Strategy document for the West Midlands coincides with the 
skills priorities outlined in the national Skills Strategy.40  Analysis of skills 
shortages and skills gaps uses the SIN survey but cannot be used to look 
at particular sectors within the Audio Visual Industries.41 

 
Although Skillset and the Creative and Cultural Skills Sector Councils have 
identified the Creative Industries as a priority, regional strategies clearly need to 
take account of broader trends.   The Regional Skills Assessment for the West 
Midlands42 notes the growing demand in the miscellaneous services sector (which 
includes Audio Visual Industries) for both generic and hybrid skills.  However, it 
prioritises skills training at Level 2 and Level 3 in traditional sectors such as 
construction and engineering and newer sectors such as health, community care 
and retail/services.  This is also true of the LSC Strategy for the West Midlands, 
although the Strategic Analysis notes the need for a better retention of graduates.43   
 
However, Advantage West Midlands has a Regional ICT strategy44 that recognises 
and supports the region’s New Media Clusters and High Technology Corridors.  
The strategy includes specific reference to the need for various organisations (e.g. 
Innovation and Technology Council, Regional Enterprise Board) to support ‘local 
innovation in Computer Games based learning’ in particular and supporting 
innovation through the development of centres of excellence.   
 
Computer Games has a fairly low level of freelancers at 8%, but others within 
Interactive Media, such as Web and Internet, have higher rates (20%), while 
Animation (as a sector) has approximately 38% of its workforce employed in a 
freelance capacity. 
 
In Computer Games women are under-represented in comparison to the workforce 
as a whole (12% compared to 46% of the workforce45). 
 
The Age Distribution  of the Computer Games Industry suggests that it is a ‘young 
persons’ industry.  The proportion of people aged between 25 and 34 years is 64% 
compared to a UK figure of 36%, while 76% of the workforce in Computer Games 
is aged 34 years or under 
 

                                            
39 As above. 
40 Skillset (2005) West Midlands Regional Skills Strategy 
41 Owing to the unreliability of data at regional level for the Audio Visual Industries, no such data is 
provided here for this or for sub-sectors of the Audio Visual Industries.  The Skillset Skills Strategy 
notes the difficulty of compiling reliable data at regional level. 
42 West Midlands Regional Observatory (2007) Regional Skills Assessment 2007 
43 LSC (2007): Regional Strategic Analysis December 2007, and West Midlands Regional 
Commissioning Plan 2008/09 
44 AWM (undated) Digital West Midlands: The Regional ICT Strategy  
45 The figure of 46% is taken from the Labour Force Survey 2006. 
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A survey of Computer Games shows that 68% of the workforce are graduates , 
and for Web, Internet and Off-line Media this figure is even higher at 80%. 
 
Recruitment to the Interactive Media Industry is predominantly at graduate level or 
above. There are 160 Interactive Media businesses operating in the West Midlands 
Region46, with concentrations in Birmingham, Rugby, Coventry and Leamington 
Spa.  Two of the largest entertainment companies - Blitz Games and Codemasters 
- are located in the West Midlands Region. 
 
 
2.5 Summary of Findings 
 

• The Computer Games industry in the UK remains a growth sector although 
at a slower rate than a number of its competitors.  The restructuring of the 
industry in the last decade has seen the emergence of a sector dominated 
by a small number of publisher/developers, a small number of larger (over 
100 employees) independent developers and a large but perhaps unstable 
number of small companies. 

• The Serious Games Industry is difficult to identity as a sector in its own 
right and currently sits across both the Entertainment Games and 
Interactive Media sectors.  It is still an immature industry dominated by 
small companies with a more cautious approach from the larger companies 
in Entertainment Games.  There are issues around the viability of the 
business model for Serious Games and the growth and profitability of the 
sector.  However, there are indications that this could represent a growth 
industry in the future.  

• It is difficult to estimate total employment in Entertainment and Serious 
Games.  Data for the Entertainment Games industry shows over 8000 
people employed in development positions with indications of employment 
growth.  This figure could be much larger however and may not include 
many employed in Serious Games development and related fields.  There 
is an under-representation in the Interactive Digital Media and Computer 
Games sector of both females and ethnic minority groups.   

• The West Midlands emerges as a region with strength in the Computer 
Games Industry. The region employs 1,600 people in the industry a figure 
that represents approximately 18% of the total Industry employment for all 
regions.  The West Midlands is on a par with or exceeds other regions 
noted for their Computer Games Industry, notably the North East and 
South East of England.  The industry in the West Midlands is seen as a 
growth area and has support from the Regional Development Agency: 
Advantage West Midlands.  However, it does not, as yet, have a specific 
trade organisation at regional level. 

                                            
46 Skillset: creating the future: The UK Skills Action Plan for the Interactive Media and Computer 
Games Industries (circa 2004/05) comments that the West Midlands Employer Panel believe this 
figure underestimates the number of companies operating in the region. 
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3 Recruitment and Skills in the Interactive Media a nd 
Computer Games Industry: Descriptive Data 

 
This section details recruitment and skills issues within the Audio Visual, 
Interactive Media and/or Computer Games Industry by providing an overview of 
issues already identified by research in order to provide a context for the more 
detailed qualitative analysis of the demand perspective in sections 4, 5 and 6.  It 
considers: 
 

• Employment roles in the Computer Games Industry 
• Different skill sets in development (creator) roles 
• Recruitment and skills shortages 
• Entry-level roles and recruitment 
• The Perceived Adequacy of Graduates and Educational Provision 
• Training, Induction and Human Resource Development  

 
 
3.1 Employment Roles in the Computer Games Industry  
 
Skillset provides detailed information on the different roles and career pathways 
within the Computer Games Industry, from both developer and publisher 
perspectives.  The websites of particular companies (e.g. Blitz, EA and others) also 
provides more company specific descriptions. Skillset also distinguish between 
companies that are ‘creators’ and those that are ‘enablers’ – the clear focus of this 
and indeed other research projects has been on ‘creators’.   
 
As already noted, Skillset collects data that distinguishes between production, 
operational and business roles within the Audio Visual Industries.  Examples of the 
roles incorporated within these three divisions are given in the table below: 
 
 
Table 3 Examples of job roles included in occupatio nal categories * 
 
Interactive or Games Production  Creative Development, Technical 

Development, Content, Project 
Implementation  

Interactive or Games Operations QA, Support/Interactive Implementation 
Interactive or Games Business  Business Development and Sales, 

Project Management, Business 
Management 

 * Skillset Census 2006 
 
For the most part this report is concerned with job roles in the production category, 
with some reference to operational roles as they include Quality Assurance testers.  
This could lead to the identification of four main roles which fall within the first two 
categories:   
 

• Programmers 
• Artists/animators 
• Games Designers 
• Production roles e.g. junior/assistant producers or QA testers 

Roles within the Business category are not considered here. 
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Each of these roles may offer a linear career pathway, e.g. from junior programmer 
to lead programmer.  Career pathways may also be characterised by increasing 
levels of specialisation rather than increasing project management responsibility, 
or by movement between some of the roles, e.g. Artists/animators moving into 
Games Design.  However, while there is anecdotal evidence that some job role 
movement takes place there has been no research to confirm this is the case.  
Likewise, job roles have been identified through extensive consultations with 
industry rather than occupational analysis.  Nevertheless, there remains a fair 
amount of consensus about these broad categories and roles. 
 
There are other roles within the three broad categories that are not covered by the 
four strands given above, but they may be for more senior and experienced, or 
more specialised staff, e.g. music and sound production.  In addition, there are 
also broader administrative roles, which may not be encompassed by the three 
categories.  
 
Skillset does not provide any detail on the number of jobs within each of these 
roles.  This is primarily because data on occupations that might be relevant to the 
Computer Games sector47 is collected according to three divisions outlined earlier 
(e.g. production, operations, business).  Most of the ‘creator’ roles fall within the 
production category.  
  
 
3.2 Skill Sets in Creator Roles 
 
Various reports and research also look at the emerging skill sets for Interactive 
Media and Computer Games.  The Skillset Action Plan for Interactive Media48 
provides an analysis of the skills required by the Interactive Media industries.  In 
particular it notes the difference between transient and enduring skills, with 
transient skills being associated with skills and knowledge subject to change, e.g. 
technical knowledge such as software or platform knowledge, and enduring skills 
being more associated with attributes such as research, study and learning skills, 
general ICT skills and awareness of the industry.  Skillset see practitioners as 
needing a combination of transient and enduring skills and use the term ‘T-skills’ to 
refer to the Interactive digital Media skill set.  This refers to broad general skills (the 
horizontal bar) and deep specialist skills (the vertical line).  They also identify the 
attitudes needed, e.g. a desire to learn in different setting and through different 
means (formal and informal; directed and self-directed).  
 
 
3.3 Recruitment and Skill Shortages 
 
The UKTI (2007) study argues that the recruitment of skilled and experienced  
labour to the Games Industry has ‘long been seen to be in crisis’.   Regional 
research  (Skillset 2007, NWDA 2007) supports this for both the Interactive 
Industries and Computer Games Industries.  The NWDA (2007) study reported that 
skills difficulties showed no sign of abating and found that recruitment difficulties 
could be caused by the inability of the Computer Games sector to pay market rates 
when compared to other sectors competing for high level staff.49  Research 
                                            
47 These categories are also used in other sectors. 
48 Skillset: creating the future: The UK Skills Action Plan for the Interactive Media and Computer 
Games Industries (undated: 2004) 
49 NWDA (2007) NWDA Skills and Training Survey Report: Game Developers in the North West.  
Draft Report, 11 July 2007.   The research included a survey of 10 employers in the region with 
follow-up interviews for six of these. 
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conducted in the Northern regions (Skillset 2007) for the Audio Visual Industries 
more generally comments that employers may prefer to recruit more experienced 
staff. They may also prefer to recruit from Europe where staff are seen as being 
more enthusiastic and as providing better value for money.  This is supported by 
the UKTI (2007) study, which argued that the ‘brain drain’ between Europe and the 
UK was most likely inward rather than outward.  
 
Skill shortages usually highlighted concern not only in the area of technical skills, 
often in terms of the inability to recruit experienced personnel - but also in business 
and management skills.  There is a general consensus that as the Computer 
Games Industry moves towards maturity, with larger project teams and higher 
development costs, the necessary project and financial management skills are in 
short supply.  Other research, specifically on the Computer Games Industry has 
highlighted skill gaps or shortages in the areas of programming, art, and writing 
(NWDA 2007). 50 
 
One of the issues identified by research has been the preference for skilled and 
experienced staff over new entrants.  The shortage of experienced personnel is 
influenced by two main factors51: 
 

• Employers’ preference for recruiting experienced personnel contributes 
both to the difficulties of gaining employment within the Industry and to the 
shortage of skilled personnel. 

• Experienced staff tend to move out of the Industry, particularly in response 
to working conditions and to job insecurity.    

 
 
3.4 Entry Level Roles and Recruitment 
 
The Interactive Media and Computer Games Industries are comprised 
predominantly of graduates.  Entry-level positions in the industry are now seen 
as primarily the preserve of graduates, although there are some areas where non-
graduates may be taken on.  In Computer Games, QA testing and administrative 
roles remain open to non-graduates although employers often report that they 
value experience more than vocational qualifications. 52  
 
Recruitment methods for the Audio Visual Industries as a whole are broad ranging, 
although larger employers tend to use a greater variety of methods.  For all sizes 
of companies, personal contact and the use of industry networks are most 
frequently cited, although Internet advertising (which includes the use of 
employers’ own websites) is also important (Skillset Employer Survey 2006).  
Various reports by Skillset have drawn attention to the use of portfolios and show 
reels, i.e. real examples of work, in the selection of candidates.  
 
 
 

                                            
50 There are also figures for reporting skills shortages. In total, 26% of employers reported some skill 
shortages - 24% for Computer Games, 40% for Web and Internet and 24% for Off-line Multi-Media 
(Employer Survey 2006).   
51 Provide a reference, e.g. accreditation report for preferences, workforce survey for dissatisfaction, 
but it is also somewhere else more suitable. 
52 Skillset (circa 2004/5) Creating the Future: The UK Skills Action Plan for the Interactive Media and 
Computer Games Industries.  This finding is also contained in a regional study: Skillset (2007) 
Mapping Supply and Demand for Skills in the Audio-visual Industries in the North of England.  
Demand-side Final Report.   
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3.5 The Perceived Adequacy of Graduates and Educati onal Provision 
 
An additional factor, related to skills shortages and gaps, is that research has 
demonstrated employer dissatisfaction with those seeking posts at entry level. 
Employers say that this is attributable to the inadequacy of graduate courses and 
preparation.  In particular: 
 

• The Skillset Action Plan notes that graduates are not seen as being 
equipped for the industry in terms of both technical and more general skills.  
Generally they are not seen as being ready for a commercial environment.  
Research undertaken for Interactive Media Industries in the North of 
England (Skillset 2007) says that they lack commercial readiness and have 
poor interpersonal and communication/team working skills.  The Skillset 
Employer survey (2006) found that only 30% of employers’ thought that 
new recruits were ‘fully equipped’ for work and this figure drops to 19% for 
large companies.53  The survey also found that 42% of employers within 
the Audio Visual Industries strongly agreed or agreed with the statement 
that ‘the education system does not supply enough people who are 
equipped with the skills they need to work with us’.  Although this figure 
does not cover Interactive Media and Computer Games it tends to confirm 
that there is dissatisfaction with a significant proportion of graduate output.  

• Various research (Skillset Action Plan, NWDA 2007, Skillset 2007, UKTI 
2007, Skillset Accreditation Report 2004) has drawn attention to employers’ 
perceptions of the inadequacy of Computer Games courses.  Such courses 
are seen as having diluted content because they are repackaged from 
existing courses and therefore lack the appropriate technical and other 
skills needed by employers. Alternatively they do not turn out graduates 
with any understanding of the industry.  Most of the research draws 
attention both to the huge growth of such courses, and to the very few that 
have achieved accredited status. 

• Research (Skillset Action Plan circa 2004/05, Accreditation Report 2004, 
UKTI 2007) notes that employers seem to prefer recruiting graduates from 
other degree programmes, for example, Engineering, Mathematics or 
Science rather than Computer Games Courses.  Recruitment of those 
qualified to post-graduate level, e.g. MSc and PhD is also common within 
the industry, particularly for highly technical roles such as programming, 
physics and AI. 

• For recruitment purposes, graduates’ portfolios and show reels are 
perceived as being of insufficiently high quality.54 This was seen to be part 
of the inadequacy of their education and an indication of their lack of ‘work 
readiness’.  It suggests a perceived ‘skills gap’ in the professional qualities 
required by industry and in the quality of work produced at undergraduate 
level. 

 
3.6 Training, Induction and Human Resource Developm ent  
 
Some research has also looked at training in the Interactive Media and Computer 
Games Industries.  While the Skillset Employer Survey seems to show that the 
                                            
53 However, 43% thought that recruits were mostly equipped but needed some development, and if 
this is seen as a reasonable ‘first post’ state then the figures do not suggest as poor an output as 
anecdotal evidence would suggest.  These figures relate more broadly to the Audio Visual Industries.  
It may be the case that figures for Interactive Media and Computer Games provide a more 
pessimistic picture.  These breakdowns were not given in the survey report.  
54Skillset (undated circa 2004) Initial Report into the Proposed Accreditation Scheme.  Prepared on 
behalf of Skillset by Glyn Williams Consultancy 
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majority of employers carry out training, with 69% of employers in Computer 
Games and 76% of employers in Web and Internet and 62% in Off-line Multi-Media 
reporting that they do so, the results do not record the quantity or outcomes of 
training.  Other research, for example, the NWDA (2007) study of the Computer 
Games Industry, found that few employers had any form of induction or formal 
training for new recruits and that training and personnel development were 
generally neglected areas.  The Skillset Action Plan comments that traditional 
training solutions are unlikely to work and that a flexible approach will be 
necessary to resolve skill shortages and gaps in the industry. 
 
 
3.7 Summary of Findings  
 

• The majority of roles in the Games Industry fall within production (e.g. 
development), with smaller numbers of people employed in operations (e.g. 
QA, IT support) and business (e.g. marketing and some project 
management roles).   

• Skills shortages have been reported particularly at senior management 
level but also in terms of experienced staff.  The movement of experienced 
personnel out of the industry and the changing nature of the business 
towards large-scale projects heighten skill shortages in these areas.  Skill 
shortages also exist in specific areas, e.g. programming, artists and writers, 
but these tend to fluctuate over time.   

• The Games and Interactive Media Industries are comprised mainly of staff 
qualified at graduate level or above, with 80% or more of all staff in 
Interactive Media and 68% of those in Computer Games having degrees.  
The proportion of graduates in the sector has risen significantly in the last 
decade.  Entry-level posts also tend to be at degree level although the 
industry places value on experience and ability rather than qualifications.  
There are limited openings at non-graduate level, e.g. QA. 

• There is widespread dissatisfaction with graduates in terms of their ‘work 
readiness’ and commercial know-how.  Games degrees have also been 
criticised for not producing graduates with the right skills and knowledge or 
of the calibre needed by industry.  There are also concerns that the sheer 
volume of Games Degrees has created both confusion as to the quality of 
different degrees and an oversupply of graduates for the industry.  

• The Games Industry has not, in the past, given prominence to human 
resource development issues, in particular continuing training and formal 
induction.  With the exception of the larger publisher/developer companies, 
few employers are able to invest heavily in training for their employees.   
The number of small companies in this and the broader Interactive Media 
Industry exacerbates this situation, as does the project-based nature of 
much of the work.    
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4 Recruitment to Entry Level Positions: an Employer  
Perspective 

 
Section 4 presents the findings of interviews conducted with employer and key 
industry informants.  It includes a discussion of the following: 
 

• The roles for which employers consider recruiting new entrants to the 
industry 

• Criteria for the selection of new entrants 
• Variations in recruitment criteria by job role 

 
 
4.1 Identification of Entry Level Roles and Employe r Preferences 
 
Within both the key informant and industry informant interviews respondents were 
asked which roles were generally seen as entry level.  The findings suggest that, 
whereas all the roles identified are potentially open to new recruits, the different 
strategies or preferences of employers make some less open than others.   
 
In particular, interviews with industry informants confirmed the findings of other 
surveys suggesting that employers are often reluctant to recruit new entran ts , 
preferring more experienced personnel.  Although all four roles were seen as 
‘potentially’ entry level, in some cases more of a last resort.  Games Design  was 
not generally felt to be a ‘first entry point’ and most employers interviewed said that 
they preferred others to move into these roles – although there was no particular 
route to Games Design.  Experienced Artists and Animators  were nearly always 
preferred to new entrants and only programming  emerged as a role where 
graduates were routinely considered.  This was sometimes explained with 
reference to recruitment difficulties in programming.  QA roles  were commonly 
seen as entry level although they did not have progression routes in all companies. 
 
While there are examples of employers who prefer to recruit experienced 
personnel, this is not a universal preference and at the other extreme some 
employers made the decision to recruit, wherever po ssible, from new 
entrants .  Sometimes this was explained on the grounds that ‘home grown’ was 
the best strategy, but in other cases it was primarily seen as a cost issue:  given 
adequate resources these employers would always prefer to recruit experienced 
staff.  The following two statements highlight two different perspectives on this: 
 

“… In order to grow you can’t just poach from other companies … All our 
top people have come directly from university and started by working for us.  
All our best people.” 
 
“Young graduates’ minds tend to be very agile … they tend to be more 
open to change and easier to mould.” 
 

The reasons given for wanting to recruit experienced personnel were usually, as 
might be expected, to do with the need for people who could do the job 
immediately.  The pressures facing development teams mean that em ployers 
have to respond to the short-term need for staff wh o can ‘do the job’ now.  
The structure of the Games Industry and the business model that shapes it is not 
conducive to long-term human resource development.  A short-term response to 
skills needs was seen in nearly all the smaller independent companies although 
there were some exceptions.  Most of those interviewed accepted that this was the 
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case.  Most Games Companies, particularly from the independent sector, do not 
see themselves as a continuing part of the education system.   
 
The reluctance to recruit at entry level is linked to the difficult climate many Games 
and Interactive Media companies work in and is part of a risk-avoidance strategy.  
Time scales and budgets do not allow for non-productive workers in development 
posts and this is one factor that may influence employers’ attitudes to new recruits.   
However, these attributes must be viewed in the context of an industry with a low 
commitment to training and personnel development overall.   
 
 
4.2 The Use of Degrees and other Criteria in the Re cruitment Process  
 
Interviews with employers also considered the use of degrees and other criteria in 
the selection process.  In line with other research, it was commonly reported that 
‘qualifications are not important’ and what employers were looking for was ‘talent’.   
However, unsurprisingly given the predominance of graduates in the industry, the 
majority of companies recruit graduates and this trend is increasing – 
interviewees reported that the composition of their company had changed since its 
beginnings to include a greater proportion of graduates.  This is in line with Skillset 
research showing the growth of the graduate sector over the last twenty years. 
 
In unpicking the relationship between the recruitment of graduates and the view 
that qualifications are not important a number of points can be made: 
 

• Although the overall view seemed to be that qualifi cations were not 
important, in some cases they are a crucial part of  the recruitment 
process .  There are employers who start off with the expectation that their 
applicants will have a degree – often a very good degree.  For these 
employers, a degree denotes a level of intelligence, motivation and often 
attitude that is seen as essential.  A number of employers articulated the 
view that while a degree might not be essential, ‘the kind of person’ they 
might want to recruit would have wished to go into higher education.  
Employers in the Interactive Media and Games Industries are looking, as 
many reports have indicated, for the ‘brightest and the best’.  They believe 
that these people would have progressed through the higher education 
system.  

 
“If you can’t get a degree you shouldn’t be working in the Games 
business.”  

 
But against this, the following quotation also sums up the attitudes of some 
employers that it is the skills not the qualification that count: 

 
“I guess most people are undergraduate or graduate level … to be honest I 
don’t always know, it’s not whether they are graduate level that’s important, 
it’s the skills… that are most important.” 

• For some, the argument was extended to the content of the degree – or to 
the skills they expect a degree programme to impart.  
 
 “The programme of study teaches skills and develops potential in a way 
which is not as readily available at a lower level or with self-learning.”   

• This was stated for both programming and art and animation.  In addition, 
some employers stated that advances in games technology now prevented 
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the self-taught from accessing the necessary hardware and software 
primarily on the grounds of cost.  Education institutions may be (apart from 
companies of course) the only way to gain access to the necessary 
technology infrastructure and software (although a number of employers 
also commented that higher education did not have access to this 
technology either).   

• All employers interviewed commented, however, that if someone was 
really talented the absence of a degree would not b e a barrier.    

 
“There are general trends and general things that we look for but there are 
always exceptions… if someone’s good it doesn’t matter where they come 
from.” 

• This was primarily a route only in exceptional cases.  However, degrees 
were not routinely used as a first filtering – in all cases it was the quality of 
the work submitted that was used in this way.  Nevertheless, in some 
cases, those who had not received higher education were viewed with 
some suspicion.  For example, there was a concern that those who had not 
completed higher education were more likely to find it difficult to fit into an 
environment that requires a good level of communication, social and team 
working skills.   People in the Games industry have to ‘fit’ and the absence 
of a degree today might imply a less conventional personality.   

• A number of employers made the point that they also  recruited those 
with postgraduate degrees, both MScs and PhDs .  For some, recruiting 
someone with a general degree and a more specialised higher degree was 
seen as providing a good mix of knowledge and more applied skills.   

 
 
4.3 Variations in Recruitment Criteria for Differen t Roles in the Computer 

Games Industry  
 
Employers were also asked to explain how their criteria might be applied to the 
different roles outlined above.  Findings broadly support those put forward by 
Skillset in their information on job roles and recruitment.   An important part of the 
recruitment process is that it remains under the control, or at least at the discretion, 
of those with the relevant technical expertise, e.g. Lead Programmers will be 
instrumental in the selection of programming staff, and so on.  This emphasises 
demonstrable skills as opposed to proxies (e.g. qualifications).  
 
The following draws out some of the differences: 
 
Programmers 

• Employers said that they looked for evidence of programming skills at a 
high level of ability .  In particular, many of the independent studios look 
for C++ skills in their graduates and will not consider any who do not have 
experience of this language.  In this context, the technical component of a 
degree is of prime importance, although it was perceived that some degree 
programmes were designed around particular employers in this regard.   
There were issues around the extent to which the larger 
publisher/developers were able to influence the content of programming 
degrees. 

• It is not merely the content of a degree that is important to many of the 
employers, but the class of degree (as an indicator of talent/abil ity) and 
the standing of the awarding institution .  About half of the employers 
interviewed look particularly at a small number of universities.  These were 



 

© Digital Native Academy Limited 2008 31  

predominantly in the top twenty ranking universities, although a few were 
even more restrictive.  More than one of the independent developers 
reported that they did not usually look beyond Oxford, Cambridge, Imperial 
and a range of other ‘well regarded’ universities.   

• However, as an exception, Universities with accredited Games 
Programming courses were also viewed favourably .  In some cases, 
employers also rated non-accredited courses at specific universities.  
These universities were not necessarily top ranking institutions but had 
built up a strong reputation in the area of Games Programming and were 
well regarded.  

• All potential recruits were required to demonstrate  both ability  
(through a good CV and examples of work) and an enthusiasm for 
Computer Games .  A number of employers set programming tasks as part 
of the interview/selection process.  Successful completion of these tasks 
was considered to be of the utmost importance. 

• Employers did not demonstrate any tendency to recru it from Games 
Programming courses.   On the contrary, a significant number continued 
to prefer those with science and computer science degrees to those who 
had been on Games Programming courses.   

 
Artists and Animators 

• In all cases employers reported that they used port folios and show 
reels to determine talent and ability .  They generally expected them to 
be of a high quality and reported that this was a particular issue with new 
entrants who commonly submitted work of a lower standard than required.  
New recruits for Artist/Animator roles are usually considered alongside 
more experienced applicants and were not granted many concessions for 
their lack of experience. 

• The main criteria used to recruit artists were abil ity/talent as seen in 
drawing ability.   However, other skills, which should be shown within the 
portfolio, included perspective and ability to work in 2D and 3D.  In addition, 
but often as secondary criteria, experience of specific industry adopted 
software was seen as important.   Most employers recruiting artists and 
animators felt that ability, especially drawing, was more important than 
programming.  Artists should be good artists who can programme, not 
good programmers who can draw a bit.  For this reason, although they did 
not often express a preference for any particular degree or university, they 
were wary of Games Art courses .  There was a concern that such 
courses may bring in people who were not sufficiently talented in 2D or 3D 
artwork.    

• Contrary to practice in the recruitment of programmers, few employers 
made mention of any particular universities they re cruited from .  In 
some cases this was because they rarely recruited new entrants into these 
roles, in others it was because they had no particular view on different 
courses or institutions.  While a small number of employers did mention 
particular institutions, most said that they recruited from ‘wherever’ the best 
applicants happened to come from.  However, where employers did 
mention specific universities they tended to be the same ones time and 
time again, for example Bournemouth, Hull and De Montfort were all 
mentioned by a number of employers. 

• Animators were amongst the group least likely to be  recruited as new 
entrants .  Most of the employers interviewed reported that people moved 
into animation, or came with commercial experience.  For this reason there 
was less clarity as to possible criteria for new entrants, the different 
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courses on offer or the use of degrees or other criteria.  Animation has 
traditionally been an area with a strong ethos of ‘learning on-the-job’ and 
although there are now a number of relevant degree programme s they 
do not seem well known or well used by employers. 

 
 Games Designers 

• This was an area where there was no particular cons ensus as to how 
one became a Games Designer, what skills/experience  were needed 
at entry level and even if it was an entry-level ro le.  The lack of clarity 
over Games Design roles and the difficulty of defining a clear Skillset has 
been commented on in other research (Skillset Accreditation Report 2004) 

• Views were mixed.  Some employers said that they recruited graduates but 
that this was rare – it was more common to move into this role from 
another area of the company .  Others said that they were interested in 
different people (e.g. not necessarily those from an art or programming 
background), but might expect them to start off in production roles rather 
than working in design straight away.   

• There was some consensus that Games Design, even at junior levels, is 
not suitable for entry positions.  There was less agreement as to what they 
were looking for and what routes might be applicable.  In some cases 
Games Designers were seen as ‘creatives’ - people who could create a 
game, a storyline and a concept.  Others saw it as a more constrained role, 
e.g. you had to design a game within an existing set of constraints, as in 
Level Design for example.  In the first scenario you might put more 
emphasis on originality, in the second on working within a fairly tight brief.  
This could, however, reflect different project profiles of the developers or 
different design roles. 

• Games Design courses have come in for the most crit icism from 
employers , perhaps partly because it is such a difficult area to define in 
terms of skill sets etc.   

 
Other Roles 

• Quality Assurance Testing was also a role open to n ew entrants , 
usually below degree level although, in some companies, graduates may 
use QA as a route into the company or a way of gaining some commercial 
experience.  The recruitment process was different, generally more 
localised, often occurring through networks and word of mouth.  Employers 
repeatedly stressed that they were not just looking for people who liked 
playing games, but for those with good written and spoken communication 
skills, organisational skills and some technical ability.   

• However, companies have different approaches to their QA departments.  
In some cases there was an attempt to retain a smal l but stable QA 
testing department , employed on permanent contracts.  The prospects for 
these recruits to progress to other areas of the company were good and 
there was often an attempt to help good people who had come into the 
company via the QA route to progress.55  Progression might then be 
constrained by their own ability, talent and motivation rather than by 
company policy.  In other cases, QA is a much more unstable role, 
subject to casualisation, short-term contracts and low pay.   Turnover 
is higher and the QA department is subject to fluctuations in staffing levels 
depending on testing needs and how much use developers make of 
publisher QA departments.  In these cases, QA is less likely to lead to 

                                            
55 This is behind Skillset’s view that QA testing is an appropriate role for the development of 
Apprenticeships at both Level 2 and Level 3.  
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other areas of work in the company and may not even lead to a permanent 
QA job.  QA is not generally looked upon as a ‘route’ into the industry, even 
though some employers reported that some of their QA staff were 
graduates.  As one employer commented,  

 
“The kind of people we want (to go into Games development) are smart, 
focused and talented, and to be honest, it is kind of unlikely that those 
people would choose to go into QA.” 
 
 

4.4 Summary of Findings 
 

• As identified in previous research, the employers interviewed for this 
research project mostly stated a preference for recruiting experienced 
personnel and many were reluctant to take on graduates or others at entry 
level.  However, there were exceptions and a number of employers were 
keen to recruit graduates with some making it a priority.  A small sub-set 
saw the recruitment of graduates as preferable seeing it as a way of 
shaping staff to the ways of their company.   

• Some roles were more open to graduates or to those with no experience 
than others.  For example, programmers were often graduates and QA was 
seen as an entry-level role.  However, other roles, for example Games 
Design, were not seen as entry level.  Art and Animation offered roles 
where experience was preferred but graduates could be considered. 

• Most employers interviewed stressed that selection was made on the basis 
of proven ability and experience, not qualification level.  However, this was 
not always the case and degrees were also used as a means of selecting 
potential new recruits.  They may also act as a signal that the applicant has 
a particular level of skill and knowledge. A number of employers were 
sceptical about the skills and ability of those who chose not to enter higher 
education.   

• Where employers used degrees as a means of selection, they might also 
make a distinction between different types of degrees and institutions.  
Older ‘red brick’ universities were often perceived as producing better 
graduates than the newer universities and a number of employers 
considered graduates from a limited range of universities.  

• All potential recruits were required to demonstrate both ability (through a 
good CV and examples of work) and an enthusiasm for computer Games. 
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5 Entry Level Recruitment Issues: Employability, HE 
Provision and the Industry Response 

 
This section includes a discussion of the following: 
 

• Criticisms of the work-readiness and employability of graduates 
• Attitudes towards vocational (Games) degrees 
• Initial training and induction 
• The role of placements and work experience  

 
 
5.1 Work-Readiness and the New Graduate Entrants 
 
There have been various statements made as to the lack of work-readiness of 
many of the graduates seeking to work in the Games Industry.  In the interviews 
conducted for this research, employers typically stated that new entrants would 
take between six months and two years to become fully productive.   
 
Without making distinctions about different roles or different types of degrees, 
there would seem to be three main issues underpinning this criticism: the failure to 
comprehend what it means to work in a commercial environment; the inability to 
communicate effectively or appropriately with colleagues and clients, including 
within a team environment; and a lack of more company specific understandings. 
 
In the first case, there is a general consensus that the gap between t he way 
students are treated and expected to work within hi gher education, and the 
expectations within a commercial setting are too gr eat.  New graduates come 
to work with little understanding of working to deadlines and working under long-
term pressure.  The more supportive environment of the education system shapes 
their expectations of what might be expected and leads to misunderstandings 
within the workplace.  Moreover, employers commented that they not only have 
little understanding of working in a commercial environment, but also often have 
unrealistic expectations of the roles they can take on and the speed of their 
progression within the industry.  Some employers were critical of students, 
supposedly keen to work in the Games Industry, who had made no real attempt to 
find out what this might mean.   
 
The way in which graduates are prepared within higher education is seen to be the 
cause of this lack of ‘employability’.  Employers generally did not believe that 
higher education gave students an adequate grounding in ‘the real world’.  In a 
number of cases, this was seen to follow on from the disconnection of staff in HEIs 
from industry.  Other employers linked it to the failure of the education system 
more generally to instil the ‘right’ attitudes in students.   
 
Secondly, new entrants were also seen to have poor written and spoken 
communication skills.   The need to work in teams necessitates a high level of 
communication skills and the ability to work as a team member.  Most graduates 
do not arrive with these skills, or with any expectation that they should see 
themselves as part of a team.   
 

“Some Games courses… operate their courses in a simulated work 
environment and that’s been great, as then students think in teams and 
they’re not in their own silos.” 
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In larger companies new entrants will probably not become involved in 
communication with clients, but the small companies typically give new entrants 
earlier access to client relationships.  Some of these companies felt that new 
entrants had no experience or skills in communicating with clients in a professional 
way.  
 
Lastly, companies also commented on ‘work readiness’ more s pecifically in 
terms of the time it would take for a new entrant to ‘learn how we do things round 
here’.  More experienced staff would also need to learn this but had a base upon 
which to learn, whereas new entrants understood very little about how the industry 
worked and so could take longer.  Most development companies have their own 
tools and software and new entrants will need to learn how to use these company 
specific tools as well.  While it is difficult to see how this skills gap can be speeded 
up by appropriate educational provision, it all adds to the perception that new 
entrants are not work ready and can take up to two years to become fully 
productive.    
 
However, there was some variation in the length of time employers reported it took 
new entrants to be ‘useful’, or how employable they were on arrival.  A small 
number of employers reported that graduates could be useful to the company, 
‘almost immediately’.   The students of some degree programmes were seen to be 
better prepared in a number of ways than others.  In particular, employers reported 
that students who had experienced an industrial placement were better prepared.  
In other cases, employers reported that a number of degree programmes were 
based around simulated work projects and this helped students to understand the 
commercial context including team working and communication skills.  Clearly, 
within reason there were measures taken by some degree programmes to equip 
students with ‘employability skills’ and these were noticed by employers.  However, 
such programmes seem to be in the minority.   
 
 
5.2 Degree Programmes: Games Degrees and non-vocati onal degree 

courses 
 
As with the lack of ‘work-readiness’ of graduates generally, there has been much 
criticism about Games degrees, both in terms of the huge growth in the number of 
courses and their content.  The following comments are a fair selection of what 
employers reported in interviews: 
 

“Most of the (Games) courses are as good as worthless in preparing kids 
for the Games Industry.  It’s a national scandal … we are facing a crisis of 
talent in this industry.”  
 
“What we don’t need from universities are the generalist graduates who’ve 
come from courses that used to be called Media Studies and now are 
called Computer Games courses.” 

 
This issue is revisited in Sections 7 and 8, but discussed here with respect to the 
views of employers.  Again, in unpicking the criticisms about Games courses, a 
number of related issues or concerns can be distinguished:  the failure of courses 
marketed as vocational degrees to take account of the needs of industry and 
prepare students accordingly; the appropriateness and depth of course content; 
the calibre of students enrolling on such courses; and finally, the perceived need 
for degree level vocational courses for the Games Industry. 
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Firstly, the criticisms made generally about the employabili ty of graduates, 
particularly with regard to their lack of commercia l awareness, are magnified 
when applied to students graduating from Games cour ses.  Games  degrees 
are marketed as being vocationally relevant to the Computer Games Industry and 
often to a particular role in that industry (programming, art/animation, design).  For 
this reason, it is not surprising that employers should be more critical of students 
coming out of these courses with no understanding of the commercial environment 
(in particular the Games or Interactive Media sector), no real experience of 
creating Games or parts of Games (real or simulated experience); and unrealistic 
expectations of the roles they can enter at graduate level.    Employers did not 
perceive that most of the courses met these basic requirements and, in all but a 
few cases, the graduates of Games courses were not seen as being any better 
prepared than students on less vocationally specific courses.  
 
Secondly, the actual content of courses is frequently not see n as relevant, at 
the right depth or up-to-date enough by industry .  Many of the employers 
interviewed reported instances where graduates (or soon to be graduates) had 
applied for positions without relevant skills and knowledge – often of a type 
deemed to be both basic and industry standard.  For Programming this could be 
the absence of any programming experience using C++ and for Art and Animation 
a similar lack of experience in using one of the industry standard pieces of 
software.  Where course content did map onto industry needs it was not always of 
sufficient depth to be of use – a number of courses were seen as giving only a 
superficial understanding of key skills and theoretical knowledge required by the 
Games Industry.   
 
Underlying this was the criticism that many Games courses had tried to cobble 
together a selection of relevant skills into one course and, in so doing, had failed to 
address any of the more in-depth skill and knowledge needs of industry.  Courses 
were seen as ‘repackaged’ Computer Science or Multi-Media courses, or simply 
other (not very appropriate) courses with ‘Games’  add-ons .  The Skillset 
Accreditation guidelines advise course developers to ‘start from scratch’ rather 
than use repackaged pre-existing courses.  Employers generally did not feel that 
many of the Games courses had been developed using this approach. 
 
Specifically, Games Design courses are also critici sed by employers .  In 
some cases, these courses are seen as teaching inappropriate content, e.g. the 
wrong kind of narrative skills and, in others of taking too broad a view – teaching 
bits of everything so that the student knows very little about any of them.  These 
criticisms may be fair, but an underlying difficulty exists in the lack of clarity about 
the status of Games Design as an entry level role and, if it is, in knowing what skill 
set is needed.  This remains unresolved by Skillset and explains why the 
Accreditation process does not extend to Games Design courses. 
 
Alongside content is the issue of timing – most employers felt that universities 
moved at a slower pace, could not update their courses quickly enough, and often 
did not update themselves either.  Course content rarely kept pace with 
industry and graduates were therefore seen to have ‘redundant’ skills before 
they had gained employment.   
 
Thirdly, a distinction needs to be made between criticisms about the content of 
courses and the failure of universities to prepare students adequately for a 
commercial environment and criticisms that are centred around the calibre of many 
of the students to be found on undergraduate Games courses.  A number of the 
employers and key informants interviewed for this research perceived the general 
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calibre of many students on Games courses to be low er than that required 
by the Games Industry.    Some employers were concerned that these courses 
are a marketing device that appeals to students who like computer games and 
gaming, but may lack the intellectual capability to master the skills necessary to 
gain employment in the industry – in any role.  In this sense, courses were often 
seen as having diluted content in order to appeal t o a lower calibre of 
student .  As one employer explains, 
 

“The current proliferation of Games courses has devalued the skill levels 
required for the industry and so potential students don’t understand that it’s 
not an easy option.  It needs to be perceived to be as difficult to get into as 
Medicine or TV, because it is.” 

 
Both courses and students were seen as inadequate and of too low a calibre.  With 
the exception of accredited courses, and one of two others that were seen to 
produce ‘good’ graduates, this criticism was made fairly indiscriminately – 
employers were unable, given the proliferation of s uch courses, to make 
judgements on a course-by-course basis .  Unfortunately, this means that the 
majority of Games degrees are subjected to a set of generalised criticisms that 
may or may not be deserved.  While employers genuinely saw the value of the 
accredited courses, there were no easy ways or sign posts to help them 
judge the rest.   As a number may have failed to gain accreditation on only minor 
points this seems to be a problem that could be remedied with some intervention 
from Skillset.  A number of employers made the point that the sheer number of so-
called ‘Vocational’ Games courses was not only misleading to students but it could 
damage their employment opportunities elsewhere, 
 

“At the moment there’s about 9000 people in the UK Games Industry… 
[and] about 3-4000 students.  It’s getting very scary and we can’t take them 
all on… we don’t refresh the talent that easily.  Then if they don’t get a job 
in the Games Industry, do other industries then hold those Games courses 
in high regard?” 

 
Finally, most of the employers interviewed for this research  project continued 
to express their preference for students who had un dertaken degrees that 
were not vocationally specific.   For example, employers saw graduates from 
science subjects, particularly Physics and Chemistry, but also Engineering, 
Computer Science and Mathematics, as being good potential material for 
programmers.  Art degree courses, particularly with some components relevant to 
the Games Industry were considered as relevant as Games Art courses.  A 
significant number of employers expressed the view that it might be better to 
undertake a less vocationally specific course at degree level and then specialise in 
a Games related Masters degree. This was seen to provide a good basis with up-
to-date vocational content in a postgraduate course. 
 
Most employers are at worst scathing and at best concerned about the adequacy 
of graduates emerging out of Games degree courses.  However, behind their 
criticisms there are a number of emerging issues that should be taken into 
account:  
 

• There are exceptions .  Although Games degree courses are criticised, a 
significant number of employers did have links to particular courses and 
institutions, and gave favourable reports about them.  There is a small 
number of universities running Games courses that are seen to produce 
good graduates of the right calibre who have been taught to the 
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appropriate level.  These are not just the accredited courses but they all 
share one characteristic: they are well connected to the Games Industry.  

• The publicity surrounding Games degree courses may have influenced 
some employers, particularly those who have not had direct experience 
with students from such courses.  Trade magazines have included articles 
from senior people in the industry raising doubts as to the quality and 
quantity of such courses and the adequacy of their graduates.  However, 
there is no in-depth research into the quality of t his provision or the 
graduates it produces  and without this it may be unfair to make 
generalisations for all Games courses. 

• Many of the criticisms, although aimed generally at  Games courses, 
might be better directed at Games Design .  Certainly, the view that such 
courses teach ‘a little about a lot’ would apply more to design courses that 
try to take an overview.   

• Some of the criticisms made about both the content of degree 
courses and the employability of graduates are real ly about the 
calibre of graduates .  The preference for students from non-vocational 
courses is a prime example of this –they are seen as being of a higher 
calibre than those students who opt for a Games related degree.  
Criticisms of Games degree courses may disguise some of the issues 
surrounding lack of parity of esteem between different universities and 
between vocational and non-vocational routes.  The response of employers 
within the Games Industry should be set within the context of this broader 
issue. 

 
There was a general feeling that, with exceptions, industry is not well served by the 
mass of Games courses currently available.  A number of employers were 
concerned, not only for the impact this has on the Industry but also for the higher 
education sector,  
 

“At the end of the day there’s going to be a backlash against the 
universities as people are now paying fees for these courses, so… it’s 
going to come back and bite.” 

 
Interviews with both employers (industry informants) and others (key informants) 
also looked at issues around the employability of graduates, relevance of attitudes 
towards vocational degrees and the measures taken by employers in terms of 
induction, training and the provision of work placements.   

In terms of the employability of graduates the following key findings can be 
highlighted. 

 
• Employers reported that graduates were not generall y ‘work ready’  

and could take between 6 months to 2 years to become fully productive.  
They had little understanding of the commercial environment and often had 
no specific industry know-how either.  There is a general consensus that 
the gap between the way students are treated and expected to work within 
higher education and expectations of them within a commercial setting are 
too great.   

• New entrants were seen to have poor written and spo ken 
communication skills.  The need to work in teams necessitates a high 
level of communication skills, lacking in most graduates. 
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• Employers also acknowledged that it could take time for new recruits to 
learn company specific tools and software .  Graduates would generally 
take longer in this familiarisation than a more experienced recruit.   

 
Employers were also asked their views on the adequacy of vocational Games 
courses at degree level.   
 

• The criticisms made generally about the employabili ty of graduates, 
particularly with regards to their lack of commerci al awareness, are 
magnified when applied to students graduating from Games courses .  
This is probably because games degrees are marketed as being 
vocationally relevant to the Computer Games Industry so expectations are 
higher.   

• The actual content of courses is frequently not see n as relevant, at 
the right depth or up-to-date enough by industry .  Most of the degree 
courses were criticised for failing to teach skills and knowledge at the right 
depth and for failing to teach the right content.  There was a general feeling 
that many courses were repackaged Multi-Media or Computer Science 
courses rather than courses designed with the specific needs of the 
Computer Games Industry in mind.  Course content was criticised for 
failing to keep pace with industry and therefore producing graduates with 
‘redundant’ skills. 

• The ‘calibre,’ i.e. ability level, of students was also seen as a problem 
with many Games degree courses failing to attract students of the right 
calibre.  These students are often seen to be of a lower calibre than 
students on more traditional degree courses at older universities.  Games 
courses were seen, in this context, to dilute content in line with student 
intake. 

• The proliferation of Games courses was not viewed f avourably by 
either employers or other informants .  The sheer volume of courses had 
made it difficult to identify courses that were of a high quality. Only four 
Games degrees had been designated ‘good’ in accreditation while the vast 
majority of provision continues in an indistinguishable ‘non-accredited’ 
category that could mask huge differences in quality.   

• Employers continue to prefer graduates from more tr aditional degree 
courses,  e.g. Physics, Mathematics, Computer Science or Art/animation 
rather than the vocational Games degrees.  This preference usually goes 
hand-in-hand with recruitment from universities that set higher entry 
requirements.   

 
Employers were also asked to provide details of their training and induction 
programmes for new recruits and their involvement with work placements and 
experience. 

 
• With few exceptions it was found that only the larger companies had any 

form of formal induction or initial training for ne w entrants that 
extended past the allocation of a mentor.   For the most part new recruits 
are allocated a mentor and learn ‘on-the-job’.  The approach by some 
employers is very much one of ‘sink or swim’. 

• While work placements were viewed as being benefici al to students, 
most employers saw them as difficult to provide and  of little benefit to 
themselves .  Longer work placements were potentially of more use than 
shorter periods with an 8-month placement seen as a minimum for 
employer benefit.  However, all employers acknowledged that work 
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placements made a significant difference to the commercial understanding 
and work-readiness of students.  While they are not used explicitly to 
screen students there were also numerous examples of work placement 
students being taken on after completion of their degree. 

 
 
5.3 Training and Induction for New Entrants 
 
Allied to the perceived work readiness of graduates and comments made over the 
time and investment needed in order to ‘bring graduates up to speed’ are the 
arrangements employers make in terms of induction and initial training.  Previous 
research provided a mixed picture; with Skillset figures56 indicating that the majority 
of employers provide some form of training, although more detailed studies 
indicated that in the Audio Visual Industries57 generally and in the Computer 
Games Industry58 specifically employers do not invest in training and development.  
This seems to be an important issue given the ‘gap’ between the products of 
higher education and the needs of industry.  While it seems clear from the 
criticisms made that employers do not see this ‘gap’ as their responsibility, real 
questions remain over the extent to which education provision is ever able to 
supply totally work-ready graduates.  It may be reasonable to expect employers to 
take on some of this burden as an investment for the future of their company.  
However, the Computer Games Industry, and more broadly the Interactive Media 
Industry, does not have a culture conducive to investment in human resources.   
 

• Only the larger companies had any form of formal in duction or initial 
training for new entrants  that extended past the allocation of a mentor.  In 
these cases induction procedures were usually formalised and overseen by 
an HR department.  They might extend to short induction training courses, 
a period of off-the-job training and a period of mentoring.  Graduates in 
such companies are not expected to come in ‘ready’ for work although 
these employers may still criticise the extent to which they seemed 
‘unready’ for work. 

• However, the majority of employers interviewed for this proj ect had no 
formal induction or training for new entrants .  Mentoring was used, but 
usually in an informal way and the distinction between a mentor and a 
manager was not always made.  Approaches to introducing graduates into 
the world of work were frequently on a ‘sink or swim’ basis.  While they 
were not expected to function at the same level of productivity as more 
experienced staff, it appeared from the comments made by employers that 
they were not given much in the way of formal training or support.      

 
 
5.4 Placements and Work Experience  
 
Placements and work experience opportunities can be a useful way of addressing 
some of the issues raised above.  They help students understand the commercial 
environment and allow them to gain valuable experience in a setting that reduces 
cost and risk to employers.  Employers were asked about both the availability of 
placements and their usefulness in terms of recruitment potential and contribution 
to development work. 
 

                                            
56 Employer Survey 2006 
57 Skillset 2007 
58 NWDA 2007 
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• A small number of employers took on students, usual ly as a part of a 
degree programme, on a regular basis.   A few took them on from time to 
time, but some did not at present take on any students.   

• A few employers reported that they had successfully  taken on 
students who had completed work placements with the m after they 
had completed their degrees .  Although work placement was not explicitly 
used as a screening device it was perceived to bring some benefits in 
terms of recruitment possibilities.  Obviously the gap between work 
placement and graduation (for sandwich courses) may make this less 
valuable, and it is subject to need.  Nevertheless employers providing work 
placements usually saw positives for both parties.  None, however, 
reported that they were a cheap source of labour and it was generally felt 
that work placement students were not useful for this purpose. 

• Amongst those who had work placement students there was a general 
consensus that in order to be useful to the employe r they should be 
of a long duration .  Short placements, slotted in as modules or blocks 
within a degree, as opposed to an 8-month period (e.g. as a third year of a 
degree programme), were not considered useful by employers.  The 
students often did not have sufficient time to familiarise themselves with the 
working environment, or to master any company specific tools or 
procedures.  Students on shorter placements may be given lower level or 
lower risk opportunities that effectively separate them from ‘real’ work.  On 
the other hand, most employers felt that although longer term work 
placement students also took time to become useful, they could be used 
more productively and in a real work setting.  Lower salary levels provided 
to work placement students were seen as a trade-off against their relative 
lack of experience and productivity.   

• However, a significant number of employers reported that they either did 
not offer placements or were reluctant to do so.  Employers frequently did 
not see placement students as being of any use or b enefit to them; 
they felt that the costs, in terms of supervision t ime and, sometimes, 
confidentiality and vulnerability issues, could be significant.   Some of 
the employers who were interviewed reported negative experiences of work 
placement students, either in terms of inappropriate behaviour or incidents, 
or just the knock-on effects of having inexperienced students in their midst.  
In contrast, some of the smaller employers seemed to feel that longer work 
placement students could bring benefits that might outweigh their costs. 

 
• Although employers have mixed opinions about the di fficulties of 

providing placements to students, they were positiv e about the 
benefits they bring to the students themselves.  Placements were seen 
as a good way of allowing students to work in a commercial setting and 
many reported that there was a discernible difference between those who 
had and those who hadn’t undertaken a period of industrial work 
experience.  In theory, most employers were also understanding of the 
need for the industry to provide such opportunities, although in practice 
they did not always find it possible to do so.   
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5.5 Summary of Findings 
 
Employability of graduates 

• Graduates were not seen as being ‘work ready’ and could take between 6 
months and 2 years to become fully productive, although a small number of 
employers felt that they could be useful much sooner.   

• They were also criticised for having little understanding of the commercial 
environment and, often, no specific industry know-how.  

• The need for team working necessitates a high level of both written and 
spoken communication skills, seen to be lacking in most graduates. 

 
The adequacy of vocational Games courses at degree level.  

• Criticisms about the employability of graduates, particularly with regard to 
their lack of commercial awareness, were magnified when applied to 
students graduating from Games courses.  

• The actual content of courses was not seen as relevant, at the right depth 
or up-to-date enough by industry. 

• Staff, and also course content, were criticised for failing to keep pace with 
industry and therefore producing graduates with ‘redundant’ skills. 

• The ‘calibre’ i.e. ability level of students was seen as a problem with many 
Games degree courses failing to attract students of the right calibre.  
Games courses were seen, in this context, to dilute content in line with 
student intake. 

• The proliferation of Games courses was not viewed favourably by either 
employers or other informants.  The sheer volume of courses made it 
difficult to identify those that were of a high quality. 

• Employers continue to prefer graduates from more traditional degree 
courses, e.g. Physics, Mathematics, Computer Science or Art/animation 
rather than the vocational Games degrees.  

• A number of employers were more supportive of a general non-vocational 
degree followed by a more specific MSc programme as a route to 
vocational competence.  

 
Training and induction programmes, work placements and work experience 
programmes. 

• On the whole, only larger companies had any form of formal induction or 
initial training for new entrants that extended past the allocation of a 
mentor.  For the most, part new recruits were allocated a mentor and learnt 
‘on-the-job’.  

• While work placements were viewed as being beneficial to students, most 
employers saw them as difficult to provide and of little benefit to them.  
Longer work placements were potentially of more use than shorter periods 
with an 8-month placement seen as a minimum for employer benefit.   

• All employers acknowledged that work placements made a significant 
difference to the commercial understanding and work-readiness of 
students.  
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6 Employment and Skills for Serious Games Developme nt 
 
Although the main emphasis within this research project has been to look at the 
demand for skills within the Games Industry, another important aspect has been 
the exploration of any differences in recruitment and skill sets between Serious and 
Entertainment Games Companies.  For this reason interviews were carried out 
with industry informants from both the Computer Games Industry and more broadly 
within the Interactive Media Industry.  A related component was to consider how 
the Serious Games Industry was both defined and perceived by companies, 
including those who were not currently involved in the development of Serious 
Games as well as those who were.   
 
This section presents the findings from interviews with both key informants and 
industry informants and covers the following topics: 
 

• Definitions and perceptions of the Serious Games Industry;   
• Identification of skill sets for the development of Serious Games 
• A consideration of what this means for education provision 
 

In the following discussion it is important to note that while there are similarities 
between Entertainment Games Companies and Interactive Media Companies, 
there are also important differences.  Hence, although it may be rather simplistic to 
divide the companies into two types (Computer Games and General Interactive 
Media), this does allow for a discussion of some of the broader variations found. 
 
 
6.1 Perceptions of the Serious Games Industry and M arket 
 
Companies were asked to comment on how they viewed the Serious Games 
Industry and market.  Those companies that had not been involved in Serious 
Games were asked to comment on their future interest in the market.  Those who 
were involved in the development of products for the Serious Games market were 
asked a more comprehensive set of questions about their involvement, business 
model and how they regarded the future of their company and the industry.  In this 
regard it is useful to distinguish between the views of the Entertainment Games 
Companies and those within Interactive Media more generally. 
 
The Entertainment Games Perspective 
 
With very few exceptions there is little involvemen t in the Serious Games 
market by Entertainment Games Companies .  It is generally well known that 
Blitz Games is the only major independent developer with a strategy to become 
active in the Serious Games market.  In this context, it is not surprising to find very 
little interest amongst companies from the Entertainment Games sector for the 
development of Serious Games.  Very few of the companies reported any desire to 
enter this market, and those who did invariably have a ‘wait and see’ approach to 
the development of Serious Games.   Some companies had a more open 
approach and reported that there was no reason why they could not develop 
Serious Games, if they were asked to do so, but they had no active strategy to 
pursue this market. 
 
The reasons given for this lack of interest almost always related to the business 
model, and what was perceived to be a reduction in revenue potential compared to 
the production of ‘best sellers’ in the Entertainment Games sector.  Development 
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Studios work to publishers rather than the end-user/client and simply do not have 
the marketing expertise or contacts to develop a different type of client portfolio.  
Neither did most of them wish to develop in this way.  In some cases, companies 
did not see Serious Games as fitting with their ‘image’ or areas of expertise.  The 
majority therefore found little to interest them in the Serious Games Market, 
although they were all aware of the application of Computer Games to learning and 
some kept up-to-date with current developments in the Serious Games arena.  The 
general feeling was that, as a market, it was not likely to be profitable or large 
enough,  
 

“The issue is always, ‘is there a mass market?’ and my initial feeling is, No”. 
 
And likewise, the following respondent commented on the ‘low’ opinion many of the 
Entertainment Games Companies have of the Serious Games Industry, 
 

 “If we knew that there was a certain amount of money and certainty in it 
(the Serious Games Market), we’d probably have a higher estimation of it 
than (we) currently do.” 

 
 
Interactive Media Companies Working within Serious Games 
 
The companies interviewed within Interactive Media were already involved, in 
some way, in the development of Serious Games, or products that contributed to 
their development.  These companies were asked to comment on their 
involvement; who they saw as their clients, and how they saw the future of the 
Serious Games Industry.   
 
All the companies who were interviewed from the Interactive Media sector were 
very different, both in terms of the products they developed and their clients.  This 
would seem to be typical of the emerging Serious Games sector.  Some 
companies have grown out of e-learning or e-training solutions.  Others have 
combined an educational or business background with Games technology to 
produce a set of training tools or solutions, while another group is growing out of 
the Virtual Worlds sector.  Their perception of the Serious Games market is thus 
shaped by these backgrounds – some, for example, saw themselves as being at 
the forefront of the Serious Games Industry; others did not identify their company 
explicitly with Serious Games although they recognised that their products could 
be applied in this way.   
 
Within this spectrum of opinion there are similarities and differences in views of the 
Serious Games Industry: 
 

• Most of the companies interviewed saw Serious Games  as a potential 
growth area.   Although the first Serious Games have been around for 
some time, there was a feeling that market conditions – in terms of both the 
technology available and the acceptability of and interest in Serious Games 
– were ripe for expansion.  In this respect, companies were optimistic about 
the future of Serious Games. 

• However, there was also an acknowledgement that the Serious Games 
market did not provide the same kind of development  funding as in 
other sectors , for example the Entertainment Games Industry.  The 
potential for Serious Games was limited by this albeit facilitated by public 
sector funding in some cases.  It was unclear whether this will change in 
the future.  Some companies reported that the business model for Serious 
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Games would make it difficult for established companies to grow, for new 
companies to survive and for all companies to attain the levels of 
profitability necessary to move from the current situation of small, flexible 
but unstable enterprises to become more stable, mature businesses.    

• Likewise, the market for Serious Games was constrained by cli ents 
and by the nature of the competition.   Some of the companies reported 
that they felt themselves to be less in competition with other Serious 
Games companies – there is a high level of differentiation in business 
activity and targeted client group – than with other learning/training 
providers.  The market for Serious Games competes with traditio nal 
forms of learning tool.   As it rarely occupies a strategic position vis-à-vis 
the Education, Public or Corporate Sectors, e.g. as the preferred method of 
learning/training, it currently stands as an ‘alternative’ or even (particularly 
in education) ‘additional’ resource.  It is unclear whether this may change in 
the future, but unless Serious Games become more ‘mainstream’ as a way 
of training or learning in appropriate settings the market will remain a 
restricted one. 

 
 
6.2 Identification of Skill Sets for the developmen t of Serious Games 
 
Companies were also asked to comment on the skill sets and requirements of 
people working in Serious Games.  For those companies within the Entertainment 
Games Industry this involved making a judgement as to the likely differences in 
skill requirements for the development of Serious as opposed to Entertainment 
Games.  For those working in Interactive Media the question was approached 
through a discussion of their companies’ employment structures and skills profiles.  
This identified two quite different ways in which Serious Games Development 
could be developed. These have implications for the skills needed and the 
composition of Serious Games companies. 
 
The Entertainment Games Perspective 
 
The Entertainment Games companies interviewed did not see skill requirements 
for the development of Serious Games as being very different to Entertainment 
Games.  The same talent and skills base was seen to be part of the development 
of any game: Serious or Entertainment.  The different skills required, for example, 
expertise in the particular game/learning, were seen as something that would need 
to be brought into the development – e.g. as the outsourced or collaborative 
element of the production.  Most Entertainment Games companies saw these skills 
as being harnessed through collaborative ventures, for example with universities, 
professional bodies and educationalists.  The development of a Serious Game 
would involve technical expertise that is currently not available within the company, 
but would be accessed externally.  For Computer Games companies, the skills 
profile of those working within the organisation but on Serious Games was not 
seen to be any different.   
 
Interactive Media Companies Working within Serious Games 
 
The different ways, in which Interactive Media companies are structured, 
compared to the larger Entertainment Games companies, may impact on their 
skills profile and requirements.   Interactive Media companies working on Serious 
Games, or in an allied strand of the market, are primarily small companies with a 
concentration of expertise and the ability to draw on a large base of freelance 
workers or on small, specialised companies.  This may be a reflection of a less 
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mature industry and market and could hence be subject to change as the industry 
evolves.  However, the findings presented here are a reflection of the current 
situation. 
 
The skill needs of the companies interviewed can be considered in terms of a 
number of factors: the structure of the company and its implications for the skills 
profile; the use of freelance and outsourcing companies; work organisation, in 
particular team working and role flexibility; and technical differences resulting from 
different platforms/media.   
 

• Interactive Media companies are smaller and often structured in a top-
heavy way – frequently they are based around the expertise of a group 
of people who may be technologically skilled or com e from an 
educational background or have related development,  production or 
business skills  (for example in marketing).   Some of the larger 
companies may have their own production staff, e.g. programmers, 
assistant producers and artists/animators.  Others can have instructional 
designers, psychologists or educationalists on their staff.  These 
companies, in contrast to Entertainment Games companies, frequently 
start from the position of having expertise in education/ 
training/instructional design, which they combine with core skills in Games 
Design.  In some cases the technological expertise resides outside the 
company, at least in part. 

• Most companies outsource much of their ‘content’ work to freelancers or 
outsource companies.  While freelancers are usually UK based, outsource 
companies tend to be based overseas – particularly in India and China.  
The outsourcing of much of the art/animation work m eant that 
company roles were more about project management ra ther than 
development.   The use of outsource companies and freelancers 
effectively means that there are fewer opportunities for inexperienced staff 
in this industry.  It also means that these companies are more concerned 
with communication skills, client interface skills, time management and an 
appreciation of the whole production process than some of the Games 
companies.  Although Games companies also mentioned these skills, it 
was possible for new entrants in large development teams to be sheltered 
from client contact and the overall development view in a way that is not 
possible in a small company.   

• Interactive Media companies often stressed the need  for team 
working and role flexibility . This was qualitatively different from the larger 
Entertainment Games companies where there has been increasing 
specialisation and teamwork, although importance was placed on having 
an appreciation of the way your work fits with the team and being able to 
work alongside others, whilst occupying a specific role.  In Interactive 
Media companies this was also true and, in addition, staff also needed to 
be able to work across different roles, either within a particular project or 
across projects.  Of course, there is some specialisation – programmers do 
not become artists and such like, but their role may be defined in a broader 
way.  They may also be expected to step outside this role to take on more 
generic tasks, e.g. client interface roles or an aspect of project 
management.  The new entrant may therefore require a broader skills base 
and a greater knowledge of some of the commercial aspects of the 
business.  

• There are differences in the technical skills requi red to work in this 
industry compared to the Entertainment Games Indust ry .  These are 
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related to the use of different platforms and the media in use.  Most Serious 
Games are not console-based and are made for CD Rom, DVD or on-line 
use.  This changes the emphasis away from languages such as C++ 
towards Flash-based work using JavaScript.  Companies working with 
Virtual Worlds also have a particular set of technological requirements that 
are dissimilar to those of Entertainment Games Companies.  Most 
Interactive Media companies did not see Games courses as being of 
interest to their work and looked instead either to non-vocational degrees 
such as Computer Science and Maths, to degrees of relevance to 
instructional design or a particular area of expertise, or to more general 
purpose Multi-Media degrees.  Students on Games courses were seen as 
not having the relevant skills. 

 
 
6.3  Serious Games Companies and Education Provisio n 
 
There are implications for education provision in the different skill requirements of 
Interactive Media companies. These might affect the range of degrees or areas of 
expertise seen as relevant to the company; the type of course seen to be relevant 
for technical roles; attitudes towards degrees as entry criteria; and the need for 
students with more rounded business skills. 
 

• The range of degrees they draw from is likely to be  influenced by the 
starting point of the company .  While technical and artistic roles may well 
be involved there may also be roles that necessitate different sets of skills 
and knowledge.  Examples given from the companies interviewed included 
psychologists, operational design and research, business studies and 
marketing as well as Computer Science, Maths, Physics and Art degrees.  
In some companies opportunities for recruitment at entry level was, 
however, severely restricted so that they did not routinely recruit recent 
graduates for any roles. 

• Where companies recruit for technical, e.g. programming, positions they 
do not always look for the same set of knowledge an d skills as 
Entertainment Games companies .  In this context, some employers 
queried whether people who had signed up to a Games course would 
realistically be interested in the work of their company.  

 
“People who will apply for a Games course will then want to go on to the 
Games industry and we wouldn’t call ourselves part of that Games industry 
commercial sector.  Those people would not be remotely interested in 
learning Games which is what we’re about.”  

 
Furthermore, because companies outsource much of their work, they 
typically do not have an interest in the qualifications of their freelancers or 
outsource companies.  Most of the companies interviewed who outsourced 
and/or took on significant proportions of freelance staff, had no idea what 
qualifications subcontracted staff had and were only interested in whether 
they demonstrated an ability to carry out the work to the specified quality.  
Where they did recruit there was an even greater tendency to recruit 
experienced staff.  This reflects the skills profile of such companies. 

• Interactive Media companies were critical of the lack of commercial know-
how and industrial competency of students coming into the industry.  
Although this is also the case for Entertainment Games Companies, in this 
instance it arises from the different roles they are expected to occupy within 
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these smaller companies.  These employers look, not just for technical 
expertise, but also the ability to communicate effectively with clients and 
with other companies.  They require degree programmes to develop these 
broader skill sets.  

 
“It’s more about developing the rounded skills of students – organisational, 
management skills, time management, presentation skills, pitching skills, 
communication skills – its all those functional skills that are needed.  It’s all 
that stuff that they lack almost unanimously.” 

 
 
6.4 Summary of Findings 
 
The Serious Games Industry 

• With key exceptions, there was little interest at present from the 
Entertainment Computer Games Industry in Serious Games development.  
This is primarily to do with scepticism about potential markets, profitability 
and business models. 

• Much of the current activity in Serious Games development is based 
around the wider Interactive Media Industry rather than the Entertainment 
Computer Games Industry. 

• Although there was widespread consensus as to the value of computer 
games as learning tools, there was an acknowledgement that this may not 
translate into a viable market.  Companies reported lower levels of 
development funding, competition with other forms of learning/training tool 
or solution, and an often-unstable revenue flow. 

• The market for Serious Games competes with traditional forms of learning 
tool.  As it rarely occupies a strategic position vis-à-vis the Education, 
Public or Corporate Sectors, e.g. as the preferred method of 
learning/training, it currently stands as an ‘alternative’ or even (particularly 
in education) ‘additional’ resource. 

• Many companies involved in Serious Games development are small and 
have to structure themselves to be flexible, i.e. a small core and larger 
outsource/ freelancer reserve.  This has a direct impact on their recruitment 
and skills needs. 

 
Skill sets and requirements of people working in Serious Games.   

• In Entertainment Computer Games companies, the skills profile of those 
working within the organisation but on Serious Games was not 
differentiated from that of other employees. Any additional skills would be 
outsourced or supplied through collaborative ventures with educational 
establishments or others.   

• Interactive Media companies working on Serious Games development 
displayed a different skill set and approach. Skills required in-company 
were often more oriented towards management and education or specific 
expertise.  The smaller size of teams also meant that staff often had to 
work across roles and areas of expertise.   

• Some larger interactive media companies may have production staff, e.g. 
programmers, assistant producers and artists/animators but may also 
outsource much of their content work.  

• The size and structure of these companies led to fewer possibilities for 
graduate or other entry-level roles.  Some of the smaller companies were 
staffed entirely by very experienced personnel and rarely recruited 
inexperienced personnel.  
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7 Education Provision for the Computer Games/Seriou s 

Games Industry 
 
The objectives of this research project included a mapping of education provision 
relevant to the Computer Games/ Serious Games Industries, and a consideration 
of the factors that have an impact on this provision.  Within this broad remit, the 
research also sought to look from both an industry and education provider 
perspective, at some of the emerging issues concerning the quantity and quality of 
courses for the Games Industry.  This and the following section (Section 8) provide 
material from a provider perspective, linked with key messages from earlier 
sections of the report.   In particular, the research focussed on the following: 
 

• A consideration of the range of courses that could be relevant to the 
Computer Games and Serious Games Industries, including those 
specifically targeted at the sector. 

• An assessment of the provision of such courses at regional level and an 
overview of available data regarding student numbers and destinations. 

• Issues surrounding provision targeted at the Computer Games Industry 
including ‘work-readiness’, from an education perspective. 

 
Section 7 includes material compiled from secondary sources at a national level.  
The section first recaps on some of the main issues affecting education provision 
for the Games and Interactive Media Industries, before looking in more detail at the 
role of FE provision, the range of courses at undergraduate level focusing 
particularly on Games courses and, finally, postgraduate provision.  The regional 
perspective, including more detailed responses from interviews carried out within 
the region, is the subject of section 8.   
 
There is a certain level of replication between issues raised by industry in sections 
4, 5 and 6 and the discussion from a provider perspective in sections 7 and 8.  
However, the earlier sections take an industry view, whilst these sections are 
based on an education provider perspective: the same issues are raised, but the 
views taken are not identical.  Section 7 provides background information on the 
following: 
 

• The context within which educational provision for the Games and 
Interactive Media Industry occurs 

• Educational provision at secondary and FE level 
• Degree Level provision 

 
 
7.1 The Context: Education Provision for the Games and Interactive 

Media Industry 
 
Any discussion of the supply-side factors influencing the provision of courses 
relevant to the Interactive Media and Computer Games Industries should take 
account of the educational context.  In this regard a number of issues/trends are 
worthy of note: the broadening and marketisation of higher education; the 
continued divide between vocational and academic education provision; concerns 
over falling numbers of Science and Mathematics graduates; and the focus on 
raising levels of attainment at Levels 2 and 3.  A full consideration of these issues 
is clearly out of the scope of this report.  However, the following overview makes 
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an attempt to identify the ways these factors might impact on the provision of 
educational courses for the Interactive Media and Computer Games Industries.  
 
The increasing marketisation of higher education has been well documented. 
Higher education has moved away from a system whereby the provision of 
courses was regulated to some degree by a centralised body towards one where 
the consumer, in this case the student, has the power to ‘choose’.  This system, 
while efficient in a number of ways, has reduced the ability of higher education to 
plan – even in rough terms – according to possible demand for different types of 
graduate.  Currently there is no system whereby government or any other body 
can influence, much less determine or restrict, course provision and student 
numbers.  It is this principle that has allowed the proliferation of Computer Games 
and Multi-Media courses that respond to student rather than industry demand.  
However, it could be argued that such planning was never really apparent and it is 
the parallel expansion of the higher education syst em that has driven this 
change.  The expansion of higher education has succeeded in bringing about 
greater diversity in the student population, but has also been criticised for resulting 
in a greater number of students of lower calibre in the system.  This point also 
applies earlier in the supply chain, with similar criticisms being made about student 
outputs at both Key Stage 4. (Level 2) and Key Stage 5 (Level 3).     
 
If anything, these developments have done little to weaken the divide within the UK 
between vocational and academic subjects and courses.  There remains a lack of 
parity between those courses, which are seen as ‘vo cational’, and those that 
are seen as more academic.  Leaving aside professional vocational routes such 
as Medicine, Dentistry and some aspects of Engineering, there are few vocational 
routes that are seen as having the same status as more academic ones.  This cuts 
across different levels of provision. Thus, at present GCSEs and GCE A Level 
qualifications have a higher status than the new Diploma Awards, BTECs and 
other vocational qualifications.  In higher education, more academic ‘straight’ 
subjects such as Mathematics, Physics and Computer Science carry greater kudos 
than courses such as Multi-Media and Computer Games.  This is exacerbated by 
the divide between the ‘old’ pre-1992 universities who continue to recruit to more 
traditional or academic degrees and their newer post-1992 counterparts who 
continue to offer more vocational subjects.  Only in those subjects, such as Art, 
which do not have a parallel, more academic route does this not apply.   
 
For Computer Games courses, this is visible in a number of ways: 
 

• Courses specifically titled and directed at the Computer Games Industry 
are, for the most part, developed and run by the newer universities. 

• These courses carry lower entry requirements than non-vocational courses 
at the pre-1992 universities. 

• They attract, overall, students with lower levels of qualifications or those 
entering higher education through a different route to the traditional A 
Level. 

 
However, alongside these developments there are a number of trends that affect 
both vocational and non-vocational courses.  In particular, school subjects such as 
Physics and Mathematics are seeing a decline in student numbers while there has 
been a growth in subjects regarded as ‘softer’, for example, Information and 
Communication Technology as opposed to Computer Science.  This decline in 
straight Science and Maths subjects in Key Stage 5 has been blamed for the 
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reduction in the numbers of students applying for s uch subjects at graduate 
level.  The implications of these trends for this research project are as follows: 
 

• Faculties and departments in most universities are seeing a reduction in 
applicants to all types of Science degrees including Computer Science. 

• There is a pressure on many HEIs to run courses that ‘appeal’ to students.  
Computer Games courses may, in this context, fulfil a need to offset the 
reduction in student numbers in some departments by increasing them in 
this more ‘attractive’ degree.  The Games Industry thus becomes a 
marketing device. 

 
Lastly, and on a somewhat different tack, current priorities at national - and hence 
regional - level are centred on the need to raise levels of attainment, principally at 
Levels 2 and 3.  This effectively means that scope for funding innovative schemes, 
or in fact any skills innovations that may be applicable to the Computer Games 
Industry, is severely constrained.  There may be some funding available at 
graduate and postgraduate level, but it is unlikely to allow for any large scale, long-
term strategic initiatives.  The response to what is perceived to be a skills crisis in 
the Games Industry is unlikely to be resolved by public sector initiatives.  This may 
place the onus upon local and regional responses and the ability of the both higher 
education and the industry itself to liaise effectively.   
 
 
7.2 Education Provision at Secondary and Further Ed ucation Level  
 
For Interactive Media as a whole over 80% of the workforce have at least a first 
degree and a number also possess higher degrees.  Of the remainder, the analysis 
by Skillset (2006) showing the changes in highest qualification over time would 
suggest that courses below the level of a degree do not, as a rule, lead to entry 
level positions in the industry.  At best they may be seen as part of a progression 
route into higher education courses that could equip them with relevant skills and 
knowledge at degree level or above. 
 
In this respect there are a number of courses that might be seen as having some 
relevance to either the Games Industry specifically, or more generally to Interactive 
Media.  The Skillset Blue Print 59 for Preparatory Qualifications in Interactive 
Media makes the distinction between design and development/programming, with 
the three core job roles being designer, developer and programmer.  All courses 
set out by Skillset for the Interactive Media Industry are seen as ‘preparatory’ in the 
sense that they should lead to further study.  The document also makes it clear 
that some employers will have particular expectations, 
 

“It is crucial to emphasise that employers are first and foremost seeking 
talented individuals with strong skills in specific disciplines. Learners must 
be aware that many employers will expect A Levels and/or Honours 
Degrees in relevant subjects, such as Maths or Computer Science for 
developers and programmers, and Fine Art or Graphic Design for 
designers.” (Skillset 2006:5)  

 
Skillset sets out the blueprint for a qualification in Interactive Media Production 
(level 3), which has two different pathways: design and development with a 
number of sub-options and supplementary options within these.  However, overall 

                                            
59 Skillset (2006) Blue Print for Interactive Media Preparatory Qualifications  
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this qualification is seen as, probably, being a route into further study rather than 
into employment (although that is a possibility). 
 
The Diploma in Creative and Media Studies is due to begin in the new academic 
year (September 2008) and will incorporate programmes at Levels 1 through to 
Level 3 (equivalent to A levels).  However, although there is information available 
on course content at each level, it is not possible to comment further on this 
qualification. 
 
Other provision at Level 2 and Level 3 relevant to Interactive Media and the 
Games Industry is also available.  In particular the BTEC National in Media 
(Games Development) as well as more general BTEC Media Qualifications may be 
appropriate.  This is also a range of other qualifications available at Level 2 and 3, 
which are relevant to computing, or multimedia. 
 
However, as employers do not often recruit at this level these courses should not 
be seen as vocational in the sense that they lead directly to employment in a 
particular occupation or industry.  They are much more likely to lead either to 
alternative jobs in related industries that recruit at a lower level (e.g. the leisure or 
retail industries, or perhaps technician posts in IT support) or higher education.  
The difficulty of seeing these courses – with the exception of Art based courses – 
as part of a progression route to appropriate higher education courses, is that they 
may also limit, not open up, options for those completing such courses.  These 
courses currently do not have parity with the more traditional A Level route and the 
students on them may not have equal access to some of the more prestigious 
HEIs.  Although it is possible that the new Diplomas may go some way to break 
this barrier, at present it is not clear what role they may play. 
 
 
7.3 Degree Level Provision for the Games Industry 
 
A number of reports have commented on educational provision at degree level 
(and above).  One of the first difficulties noted is that employers in Interactive 
Media and Games recruit from a range of different degrees.  So although there 
has been a growth in vocational degrees, this is no t the only, or even the 
primary route into a career in the Interactive Medi a or Games Industries.  
Taking the three broad job roles considered in earlier sections the following table 
provides an illustration of the range of courses that could be appropriate. 
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Table 4 Illustration of Qualifications at Degree Le vel relevant to the 
Games Industry 

 
Job Role Non-Games degrees  Examples of Games 

degrees  
Programmer Maths, Physics, Mathematics, 

Computer Science, Artificial 
Intelligence, Creative 
Technologies 

Computer Games 
Programming, Games 
Technology, Games 
Development, Computer 
Science ( Games) 

Artist/Animator Fine Art, Graphic Art, Animation, 
Computer Art 

Games Art, 
Animation (for Games), 
Computer Games Modelling 
and Animation, Computer 
Visualisation and Games 

Designers Above, plus maybe Humanities.  
Multi-Media, Art and Design, and 
courses which develop script and 
writing/creative skills, e.g. 
Creative Studies 

Games Design, Games 
Technology, Mobile, Web 
and Games Design, Multi-
Media Games Development, 
Digital Games Design  

 
 
The growth of courses has been commented on by Skillset and others but can be 
illustrated as below.  For example, the Skillset consultation exercise on 
accreditation60 identified about 100 courses at undergraduate and postgraduate 
level, about 61 undergraduate and 39 postgraduate.  If joint honours programmes 
were taken into consideration then the figure rose to 126 courses.  They estimated 
that this would produce about 4300 graduates and postgraduates per year61.   
 
 
 
Table 5 Illustration of Games Degree Programme Cour ses (various 

sources) 
 
Date Single 

Subject 
Degrees 

Joint or 
combined  
Degrees 

FDA 
(and 
HND) 

Total 
Undergraduate  
Degrees 

Post-
Graduate  
Degrees 
(MSc) 

200462 61 26 5 126  39 
200763    86 
200864 85 84 26 195 30+ 
 
A later report (UKTI 2007) estimated the number of courses as being 86, including 
degrees and MScs with an estimated figure of 1400 students in 2007 and 1700 in 
2008.65  UCAS data examined for this project suggests that the figure is higher – 

                                            
60 Skillset (2004) Initial Report on HEI Survey Findings.  Computer Games Industry Accreditation 
Scheme for UK Higher Education Courses.  Prepared by Sheffield Hallam University. 
61 This is based on the assumption that for each course there is an average of 43 students graduating 
each year.  
62 Skillset 2004 Initial Report on HEI Survey Findings, as above 
63 UKTI (2007) 
64 These figures are estimates.  An explanation of how they were arrived at can be found in Annex 4. 
65 The UKTI figures are not explained in the report.  It may be that they only considered single subject 
degrees and carried out a different search for higher degrees.  The differences in figures are 
indicative of the problems in locating reliable sources of data. 
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more in line with the Skillset study with about 195 undergraduate courses – a 
figure which could easily be higher if the calculation had not sought to omit the 
possibility of double counting and the influences of modularisation.  This confirms 
the view of Skillset and employers that there has been a rapid growth in the 
number of Games courses of all types.   
 
In considering the range of degree programmes the following points can be made: 
 

• There has been a rapid growth in all types of degre e in the Games 
Development/Design subject areas .  In particular, there are a greater 
number of foundation degrees available and a large number of combined 
or joint honours programmes.  The figures for 2008 have combined 
courses with industrial placement options and different entry points so the 
actual number of courses may be greater. 

• Joint and combined honours degree programmes are sometimes an 
attempt to combine a focus on Games, e.g. Games programming with a 
more academic component, e.g. Computer Science, Artificial Intelligence 
etc.  In other cases they combine different skill sets, e.g. Art and 
Programming, Programming and Design.  This could produce a broader 
knowledge base but may also produce graduates without an in-depth skills 
base in one area.  In other cases combined or joint honours degrees allow 
for Games related components to be combined with a whole range of other 
options which may or may not be seen as relevant.  Many of the joint 
honours programmes may not satisfy the criteria set  out in the 
Skillset accreditation framework, although this is not to say they are 
without value.    

• About half of first degrees fall into the ‘Design’ category although 
they combine other elements .  As this is the area most criticised by 
employers, as well as the route that is not as open to new entrants, this 
figure should be viewed with some concern.   

• It is unreasonable to expect prospective students t o be able to 
negotiate the complexity of the range of courses on  offer . They are 
also unlikely to be able to obtain up-to-date and relevant advice from 
careers advisers within schools and colleges, given the speed at which 
these degrees have emerged.  Added to this, there is currently a lack of 
information to help students to understand the appropriateness of different 
courses and guide their expectations of a career at the end of any 
particular degree.  The careers information given on many of these 
degrees is often misleading as it implies that the student will be adequately 
prepared and able to secure a job in the Games Industry.   

• Bearing in mind the emphasis employers have put on the value of industrial 
placements there is a significant number of courses that do no t 
provide the option for this extended period of work  experience . 

 
One of the issues raised by employers was that the standard of students on 
many of the Games courses was not high enough .  The continued use of other 
degrees and universities was a response to the perceived need to get the best 
applicants.  Although it is not possible to comment on this fully, some observations 
can be made by comparing entry requirements from a range of different courses.  
For example, for Computing or Computer Science the University of Oxford and 
Imperial College, London each require students to achieve 3 Grade As at A Level 
(or equivalent) which would equate to 320 tariff points, although it is well known 
that Oxford Students have an average tariff that is higher than 320.  Universities 
such as Durham and Bristol ask for AAB at A Level, while other ‘red bricks’ 
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typically ask for A Levels at A or B grades.   None of these universities run Games 
degrees, but amongst others that do (e.g. Abertay, Coventry, Glamorgan for 
example) the entry requirements for both Computing and Games degrees are 
much lower, e.g. around 240 tariff points which might equate to 3 A Levels at 
grades CCC.  This may well reflect a different calibre of student although it may be 
unwise to assume that applies across the board to all students.   
 
There is no reliable destination data for students completing Games 
degrees. 66  Skillset (2004) provides some data through interviews with course 
tutors.  From this they estimated that about 75% of students on such courses did 
not gain employment (after 6 months) in the Computer Games Industry.  UKTI 
(2007) estimates the figure at a similar level.  At present there is no mechanism for 
the collection of data that would provide a more detailed picture. 
 
A final point concerns the small number of accredited degrees.  Skillset currently 
accredits four degree courses : two at the University of Abertay, one at the 
University of Glamorgan and one at the University of the West of Scotland.  It is 
possible that others may be accredited in the next round, while more may have 
narrowly missed accreditation.  Accreditation could potentially resolve some of the 
issues arising from the plethora of courses and the difficulties potential students 
have in making any valid assessment on the basis of the information they provide, 
on quality and relevance.  This issue is addressed in more detail in Section 8. 
 
 
7.4 Summary of Findings 
 

• There is often a lower status attached to Computer Games courses, which 
tend to be run, for the most part, by newer universities.  These often carry 
lower entry requirements than non-vocational courses at the pre-1992 
universities and attract students with lower levels of entry qualifications, or 
those who may have gained access to higher education through a different 
route to the traditional ‘A’ Level route. 

• The growth of Computer Games degrees was linked to the decline in 
student numbers in traditional science and Computing degrees, for 
example in Physics and Computer Science.  The Games Industry may be 
partly used as a marketing device for attracting students into declining 
areas. 

• There has been a rapid growth in all types of degree in the Games 
Development/Design subject areas.  In particular, there are a greater 
number of foundation degrees available and a large number of combined 
or joint honours programmes.     

• About half of first degrees fall into the ‘Design’ category although they 
combine other elements.  As this is the area most criticised by employers, 
as well as the route that is not as open to new entrants, this should be 
viewed with some concern.   

• It is unreasonable to expect prospective students to be able to negotiate 
the complexity of the range of courses on offer. They are also unlikely to be 
able to obtain up-to-date and relevant advice from careers advisers within 
schools and colleges given the speed at which these degrees have 
emerged.  Added to this, there is currently a lack of information to help 
students to understand the appropriateness of different courses and guide 
their expectations of a career at the end of any particular degree.  The 

                                            
66 See Annex 1  
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careers information given on many of these degrees is often misleading as 
it implies that the student will be adequately prepared and be able to 
secure a job in the Games Industry.   

• Given the emphasis employers have put on the value of industrial 
placements there are a significant number of courses that do not provide 
the option of this extended period of work experience. 

• There is evidence to suggest that the entry requirements to many Games 
degree courses are not high compared to similar (but non-vocational) 
courses at other universities. Currently, there is no reliable destination data 
to give an analysis of student destination by industry and occupation at a 
sufficient level of detail.  This means that the assessment made here may 
not reflect the reality in terms of progression into careers in the Games 
Industry. 

• The four Skillset accredited courses are well regarded and have higher 
entry criteria.  Interviews with industry informants indicated that there are a 
small number of other universities with games courses that were also seen 
as providing good quality graduates.  
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8 Education Provision in the West Midlands 
 
Section 8 offers a more regional focus in the supply of data and discussion of the 
issues around the provision of courses, in particular at degree level.  It includes the 
following: 
 

• A brief mapping of the main issues as they affect the West Midlands region 
• A consideration of FE provision within the Interactive Media Industry 
• Data on course provision for Computer Games at undergraduate and 

graduate level 
• The views of course leaders, and other key informants within the FE and 

HE sectors on course provision, content and delivery  
 
 
8.1 Mapping the Issues for the West Midlands 
 
As already stated, the West Midlands is home to a number of the larger 
independent developers and to one of the UK’s publisher/developers.  Interactive 
Media is also a strong sector and the increasing expertise and involvement in 
Serious Games puts the region at the forefront of this industry.  The response to 
this at a strategic level has been both to recognise and to support initiatives, which 
are likely to contribute to the skills base of the Interactive Media and Computer 
Games Industries.  There is a commitment from key organisations and bodies (e.g. 
Skillset, Creative Industries, Advantage West Midlands) to support the 
development of these sectors in terms of skills development. 
 
However, the issues affecting education providers at national level also have an 
impact on the region.  In particular the following provides a context for the West 
Midlands region: 
 

• Funding for skills support above Level 3 is obviously affected by the need 
to respond to national priorities.  For the West Midlands this means 
targeting skills at Levels 2 and 3.  Industries noted as priorities in the West 
Midlands, as seen in Section 2.4, are traditional e.g. construction and 
engineering as well as newer service industries.  However, Skillset is 
developing a strategy that may support short courses above Level 3 and 
the LSC in the region has some financial support available above this level 
under Train to Gain, though LSC funding above Level 3 is unlikely to be 
substantial.   

• The Creative Industries Business Plan for the West Midlands also includes 
a significant budget for skills development, although this is spread across 
the Creative Industries sector.67 

• Although the West Midlands is home to a range of large and small 
developers in the Computer Games Industry, there is no regional trade 
alliance or Academy in the region.  There is currently no effective forum at 
regional level that might enable discussion between education providers 
and industry.  Although some work in this area has been undertaken by the 
LSC, their remit does not extend to higher education.   

• The creation and support of the Serious Games Institute at Coventry 
University represents an opportunity to bring both industry and education 

                                            
67 GIC research in UKTI (2007).  GIC reports that none of this fund had been used on the Computer 
Games Industry at the time of reporting. 
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together for commercial, but perhaps also educational purposes.  The SGI 
is in its early stages and its role and contribution here is unclear.  

 
 
8.2 FE Provision in the West Midlands 
 
Entry to both the Interactive Media and Computer Games Industries is primarily at 
graduate level or above.  In this context, it was decided not to present any detailed 
data on provision up to and including Level 3.  However, using data and analysis 
provided by the LSC for the region the following summary points can be made:68 
 

• For the Creative Media Sector as a whole, the LSC spend in 2006/07 was 
over £60m, representing 11% of all LSC funding and 8.4% for sector 
relevant qualifications.  Most of this is in the urban areas of the West 
Midlands and it is predominantly for 16-18 year olds. 

• Of the funding which is designated as sector relevant, 89% is at Level 3 
(this is considerably higher than in other sectors where the average is 
50%), and only 0.2% is at Level 4 or above. 

• There was a total of 29,934 enrolments for the year 2006/07.  However, 
figures can not be disaggregated to indicate how many of these enrolments 
were specifically related to Interactive Media or Games relevant courses.69  
Enrolment data by occupation is very broad, e.g. artists 8658, design 
associate professionals 1144, software professionals 540, and it applies to 
a range of industries. 

• There is little work-based learning in the Creative Media sector, and there 
was only one Train to Gain place in this sector in the West Midlands in 
2006/07. 

• At present, there is no data which allows for destinations of leavers to be 
identified by type of course,.  It is not possible to determine what proportion 
of students completing qualifications relevant to the Interactive Media or 
Computer Games Industries, find jobs in these industries or move into 
allied higher education courses. 

 
 
8.3 Degree Level Provision for the Games Industry 
 
The West Midlands has a range of universities and colleges offering courses at 
Level 4 and above in disciplines relevant to the Interactive Media Industry.  The 
LSC has figures that relate to Creative Media as a whole but does not break this 
down into particular industrial sectors.  The figures provided show  
 

• Enrolments for Computer Science (9.032); Design Studies (1,716); Media 
Studies (1575); Fine Art (1,378); Visual Communication (692); others in 
Creative Arts and Design (547); Graphic Design (520); Audio Technology 
(315); Media Production (340).   

• Destinations data is incomplete and only shown by broad categories, e.g. 
professional/associate professional.  It does not provide a reliable 
indication of the destinations of students by courses. HESA destination 
data is currently not collected in a form that allows for the compilation of 

                                            
68 The recent LSC ‘balance sheet’ exercise for the Creative Industries provides a detailed account of 
the range of courses and student numbers for the Creative Industries in the West Midlands Region.  
Figures in this section are taken from the draft report, as the final report was not complete as at 31 
March 2008. 
69 This level of disaggregation might be possible but is outside the scope of this research. 
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destination data by anything other than broad subject and occupational 
category. 

 
The table below provides information on course provision within the West Midlands 
region for courses directed particularly at the Computer Games Industry.  This may 
not reflect the much broader range of degree and postgraduate courses from 
which employers recruit.   
 
 
Table 6 Overview of Games Degree Courses in the Wes t Midlands 
 
Institution Overview of Games Specific 

courses offered 
Estimated no. of 
students per year 

Birmingham City 
University 

BA in Animation for Games (begins 
in 2008) 

20 (estimated) 

Coventry University BSc Games Technology  
(Optional placement year) 
MSc Games Technology 
 

15 (estimated) 
 
5 (estimated) 

De Montfort University* 
(North Warwickshire 
and Hinckley College) 

HND Games Development (2Yr) Not known 

Staffordshire University BSc courses in Computer Games 
Design (optional placement year, 
optional MEng) 
BSc courses in Computer Games 
Programming (optional placement 
year, optional MEng) 
BSc Game Artificial Intelligence 
Range of joint and combined 
honours courses both technology 
based or broader.   
Range of bridging and top-up 
programmes also offered 

Estimated at 80 for 
the whole 
programme area 

University of 
Wolverhampton 

BA Computer Games Design 
BSc Computer Science (Games 
Development) with optional 
placement year. 
MSc Computer Science (Games 
Development) 

 
 
20 (estimated) 

*De Montfort University also runs a Computer Games Programming Course.  
However, this operates from the Leicester main site and is out of the region. 
 
It should be noted that all providers listed above might also run courses seen to be 
relevant to the Interactive Media sector but not listed as Games courses.  The total 
provision of graduates in potentially relevant disciplines is far greater, and the role 
each institution plays is more extensive.  Interviews with employers would also 
indicate that some of the institutions currently not listed as running vocational 
Games courses have strong links with employers for both research and 
recruitment purposes.70 
 

                                            
70 For example Birmingham University works closely with industry both in the region and elsewhere.  
It also provides placement students for companies in the Games Industry.  
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The figures would suggest that for Games related courses only, there are currently 
140 graduates per year from the West Midlands region alone.  As the industry in 
the region employs approximately 1600, even an optimistic prediction of growth 
and turnover would suggest an oversupply of graduates.  As these graduates will 
compete with those from non-vocational courses, who are often better regarded, 
this is an issue of some concern.   
 
 
8.4 Factors Influencing Course Development and Cont ent 
 
Course leaders and others were asked to comment on the reasons for developing 
a Computer Games course and the factors that influenced this decision.  Their 
responses provide a view of the growth of such courses, as well as their content, 
from a provider perspective.  The following points were made: 
 

• Courses were developed as a response to market dema nd .   Generally 
this referred to potential student demand rather than demand from industry.  
However, some of the courses were developed after a period of market 
research that included both their viability in terms of student numbers, and 
the current needs of industry.  It is possible that in some cases the first 
criterion was the more important. 

• Some, but not all, providers linked this to the nee d to offset 
reductions in student numbers elsewhere in the depa rtment.  For 
example, Games Programming was seen as a way of offsetting a potential 
decline in numbers in Computer Science courses more generally.  In this 
respect universities compete with each other (regionally and nationally) – if 
students prefer to study for a Games related course they will go to the 
universities that offer them.  Staff may have a realistic appreciation of the 
industry need for their students but nevertheless may still see an 
opportunity to attract students while developing a high quality course. 

• In some cases the development of a course was linke d to the interest 
or expertise of an individual staff member (or a sm all group of staff).  
Where this occurred a degree programme might benefit from relevant staff 
expertise. However, it can also happen that the content of a degree 
programme is influenced by staff members on the basis of existing 
expertise that is not relevant to the Games Industry.  

• All courses were developed in consultation with ind ustry contacts .  
However, this could vary from extensive and formal input into course 
development to more informal discussions with known contacts.  It is 
unclear how effective such consultations are in all cases and it may be that 
industry contacts are not always able to devote sufficient time to course 
development over a sustained period or commit to continuing involvement.  

• Not all course provision was developed from scratch  and much of it 
retains components of pre -existing courses.  This was the reality in a 
number of cases despite the generally shared view that the more effective 
courses were developed from scratch, not formed from existing modules.   

• Team working and commercial understanding were high lighted as 
being an integral part of the courses . Most courses cited a focus on 
team working and project-based work as a means of simulating industry-
working practices. These skills were actively taught by some courses 
leading to a “good working start” for entrants to the industry. 
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8.5 Student Motivations, Expectations and Calibre 
 
Alongside issues over course content are those that arise from issues over student 
calibre, expectations and general motivation.  Course tutors were asked to 
comment on the ‘match’ between their students and the needs of industry.   
 

• For programming/technical courses the entry require ments for 
students are generally above those for general comp uting at the same 
institution, but lower than those for other higher- ranking institutions.  
As with the national picture, those institutions offering Games courses 
typically make offers that are below those of the best-regarded institutions.  
In the West Midlands the entry requirements for Warwick and Birmingham 
Universities are significantly higher than similar courses running at 
Staffordshire, Coventry and Wolverhampton.  However, course tutors 
reported that the students at these institutions on Games courses are 
typically of a higher calibre than their counterparts on general computing 
degrees.  In the West Midlands, there remains a lack of parity between 
vocational and non-vocational routes, which does not benefit either industry 
or higher education. 

• Course tutors commented that there is often a misma tch between the 
expectations of students and the needs of industry.   Students were 
optimistic about their career options and often unrealistic about the level 
they may be working at in terms of technical expertise.  They frequently did 
not see themselves working in routine positions but in ‘blue skies’ positions 
that may well be beyond their capabilities and are not what industry 
requires.  However, it is worth noting that there was a difference in some 
cases between the views put forward by course lecturers of industry needs, 
i.e. ‘competent routine programming tasks’ and that of industry, i.e. ‘the 
brightest and the best’.  There is currently no information on job roles and 
content that would allow for further clarification on this issue. 

• Student expectations will be influenced by the careers information they are 
provided with at the application stage.  At present, most of these 
courses promise what industry commentators may beli eve to be 
unrealistic career outcomes.  Course information typically represents the 
course as an adequate preparation for work in the Games Industry.71   

 
 
8.6 Factors Influencing Effective Course Delivery a nd Provision 
 
It is clear that there are a number of factors, acting as potential barriers to the 
development of course provision that matches the needs of industry.  Course 
leaders were asked to comment on the range of factors they felt inhibited a closer 
match between industry needs and what they are able to provide within a degree 
programme.  The following summarises the main points of relevance:72 
 

• Admissions criteria affect the quality of student i ntake but are not 
always within the control of either individual depa rtments or 
institutions . Course Leaders reported that the best courses were those 
that had the highest entry criteria.  However, entry criteria are partly a 

                                            
71 This comment is based on an analysis of the information on careers put forward by all relevant 
Games courses in the region.  Only one or two, usually Art based or at a lower level, provided more 
cautious statements about career prospects.   
72 Comments that could only relate to a particular institution or to sets of relationships/ industry 
contacts have not been used in this section. 
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response to market factors and some institutions are unable to attract 
students unless they maintain ‘realistic’ entry criteria.  Moreover, 
admissions criteria are not always the decision of a department but are set 
at university level.  Course leaders were aware of the issues around entry 
criteria and calibre but were not always able to set their own standards. 

• There are difficulties with maintaining up-to-date lecturer knowledge 
of the industry .  There was an acceptance that some form of solution to 
the ‘gap’ between higher education staff and industry needed to be found.  
However, although industry placement was mooted this has not been 
successfully achieved.  There were reservations (in that lecturers need to 
be able to teach) alongside recognition of the need to employ lecturers with 
relevant experience direct from industry.  In relation to this second point, it 
has been difficult to recruit staff with the right experience and expertise who 
are willing to work within higher education.  

• Tensions exist over the need to relate to industry needs at a specific 
level and the need to prepare students in a way tha t is most likely to 
lead to satisfactory employment.  Universities are unable to guarantee, 
even if their course directly relates to an industry’s stated needs, that their 
students will be employed in that industry.  They may therefore integrate 
other skills and content material designed to provide an element of breadth 
or transferability for their students.  For Computer Games courses this 
tension arises and is exacerbated by the lack of clarity over whether these 
courses are truly vocational or merely more attractive to potential students. 

• It is acknowledged that the best courses have stron g industry links .  
However, maintaining these links and ensuring that industry has a 
continuing role in course content is not easy.  At present, industry input into 
many courses is ad hoc and is not formalised into an arrangement where 
they have sufficient ongoing input. 

• The availability and appropriateness of student pla cements is a 
continuing problem for some courses .  Despite the acknowledgement, 
on both sides, of the value of a long-term placement, course providers 
have struggled to find sufficient placements for their students.  Although 
this may partly be an outcome of the large number of courses available, it 
is also clear that at local levels course providers have not always found 
industry positive towards the provision of student placements.   

 
 
8.7 Summary of Findings 
 

• The West Midlands has no trade alliance or other type of organisation that 
brings educational providers and industry together.  This results in more 
informal or ad hoc arrangements that are less effective overall in aligning 
industry demands with educational provision.  It contrasts with the situation 
in other regions. 

• There has been a rapid growth in the number of courses geared to the 
Computer Games Industry – at the moment it is estimated that there are 
approximately 140 graduates from such courses in the region per annum. 

• There are no Skillset accredited courses, although some courses have 
accreditation from other bodies.  This may result in the courses within the 
region not attracting the high calibre students. 

• Games Courses were seen to be a response to the demand of students, 
the interests of staff and in some cases the need to offset falling student 
numbers in allied subject areas.   However, providers perceived these 
courses to be meeting the needs of industry.  
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• Course tutors commented that there is often a mismatch between the 
expectations of students and the needs of industry.  Students were 
optimistic about their career options and often unrealistic about the level 
they may be working at in terms of technical expertise.  There was a 
difference in some cases between the view put forward by course lecturers 
of industry needs, i.e. ‘competent routine programming tasks’ and that of 
industry, i.e. ‘the brightest and the best’.  There is currently no information 
on job roles and content that would allow for further clarification on this 
issue and this remains a major problem for effective provision.   

• Student expectations are influenced by the careers information they are 
provided with at application stage.  At present, most of this information 
promises what industry commentators believe to be unrealistic career 
outcomes, implying that the course will give access to a career within the 
Games Industry.  This was the case with most of the courses in the West 
Midlands.  

• Education informants identified a number of barriers to effective education 
provision: the inability to set admissions criteria and other internal rigidities; 
maintaining up-to-date knowledge of the industry; and the difficulty of 
meeting accreditation criteria.  

• While it is acknowledged that the best courses have strong industry links 
and offer placements to students, this can be problematic for education 
providers.  Maintaining links and finding high quality placements has not 
been easy within the region, despite the strengths of the Computer Games 
Industry.   Links with industry were often informal and revolved around 
networking and other working relationships rather than a formal and 
ongoing input into course design and even delivery. 
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9 Conclusions, Key Findings and Recommendations 
 
 
9.1 Conclusions and Key Findings  
 
The overall conclusions and key findings for this research project relate to the 
original aims of the research project, as outlined in section 1.  They are presented 
according to the following themes: 
 

• Matching demand and supply in the Computer Games Industry 
• Industry recruitment and training for entry-level roles 
• Educational Provision: content, delivery and outcomes 
• Industry-Education Links  
• The Serious Games Industry 

 
Matching Demand and Supply in the Computer Games In dustry   
 
The current skills shortages in the Computer Games Industry are for skilled and 
experienced labour, primarily at senior and management level.  Whilst educational 
providers can do little to address this issue in the short-term, they are concerns 
that the supply of graduates to the industry through dedicated games degree 
courses will do little to resolve these skill demands.  In particular, there would 
seem to be a mismatch between: 
 

• The volume of students currently in Level 3  courses that are aimed at the 
Games Industry and the very low level of non-graduate recruitment.  It is 
unclear whether such courses are part of a progression into higher 
education. 

• The volume  of graduates produced by vocational games degrees and the 
demand for entry-level posts.  This is compounded by the tendency of 
employers to recruit from non-vocational degrees and brings into question 
the extent to which games degrees can be seen as ‘vocational’. 

• The types of degree courses, i.e. the large number of Games Design 
courses compared to small number of openings for Games Design at 
graduate level.  There is also evidence to suggest that the industry could 
be better served by focusing on shorter post-graduate level courses, 
rather than longer undergraduate provision. 

• The content  of degree courses which are reported to be often outdated, of 
insufficient depth and sometimes irrelevant to the Games Industry.  Games 
degrees developed from scratch were seen as better reflecting the needs 
of industry. 

• The calibre  of many students graduating from such degrees and the 
demand for ‘the brightest and the best’.  The general ability of many 
students emerging from vocational courses was seen to be lower than 
those recruited from other non-vocational degree courses, usually from 
one of the top ten rated universities.     

• The perceived work-readiness  of students and the expectations of 
employers.  Graduates were seen as lacking not only in relevant technical 
skills, but also in commercial understanding as well as communication and 
team-working skills.   

 
These conclusions and key findings are relevant at both a national and more 
specifically West Midlands Region level.  It should be noted that there are a 
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number of games degrees courses, not solely those that are accredited, that stand 
above such generalisations. 
 
However, what is clear is that Educational providers operate within a ‘demand-led’ 
context that puts them under pressure to ‘market’ courses that appeal to students.  
The over supply of games degree courses is partly an attempt to respond to 
student demand and the oversupply represents the outcome of a system whereby 
‘vocational’ degrees are not aligned with industry demand. 

 
Industry recruitment and training for entry-level r oles 
 
A second set of key findings are focused around recruitment and ‘work readiness’ 
issues. 

 
• Computer Games companies remain reluctant to recrui t graduates or 

inexperienced staff.  The organisation of project-based development work 
leaves little room for in-company training and employers generally see it as 
in their best interests to recruit experienced staff.  There is not a strong 
culture of training and development within the indu stry as a whole  and 
this may partly influence the attitudes towards graduate and inexperienced 
staff. 

• However, applicants without real work experience do not generally 
showcase their work and achievements effectively.  This may reflect their 
lack of experience but was also seen as a ‘gap’ between the standards 
demanded within HE and a professional environment.  Up against more 
experienced personnel, graduates portfolios and achievements do not 
impress. 

• Despite the benefits attached to work-experience and placements for 
students, many employers find providing work placement 
opportunities difficult and of little benefit to th emselves.  Whilst seeing 
them as a positive step to helping graduates become more work-ready 
employers do not always find themselves able to accommodate work 
placement students. 

 
Educational Provision: content, delivery and outcom es 
 
General findings about course content and delivery have been made above.  This 
section aims to provide overall conclusions and findings that have implications for 
the way in which courses are developed and managed.   

• There is an acknowledgement by educational providers that the best 
courses are designed from scratch, often with Skillset accreditation criteria 
in mind (even if it is ruled out as unachievable).  Despite this a number of 
courses were repackaged or reconstituted from existing modules and 
did not come across as coherent, well designed or ideal for purpose.   

• There is often a difference in perception between i ndustry and 
educational providers as to the relevance of degree  programmes , and 
the extent to which graduates are equipped for work within the industry.  
Without further research, it is not possible to draw conclusions as to the 
reasons for this discrepancy. 

• Degree courses vary within and between providers and it is important 
to note that there are excellent vocational courses operating, both with and 
without Skillset accreditation. However, the identification of non-accredited 
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good quality courses is difficult and may operate against many courses that 
fail to gain accreditation for minor reasons. 

• Notwithstanding the demand-led context within which educational providers 
operate, there remain a number of internal constraints and b arriers to 
more effective provision.   In particular, staff expertise and recruitment 
difficulties may make it difficult to achieve an optimum balance of skills and 
experience; internal constraints may result in lower entry requirements for 
courses; and departmental and interdepartmental interests can sometimes 
result in courses mirroring staff interests, expertise or even perception of 
what is relevant rather than being based around industry standards and 
requirements. In addition the need to prepare students for a wide range of 
possibilities can lead to courses which incorporate elements not specific to 
the games industry, but nevertheless potentially relevant to student 
destinations. 

• Although there is almost certainly a mismatch, on many levels between 
demand and supply, very little is known about the expectations and 
final destinations of students .  Without this information it is not possible 
to comment on the actual extent to which vocational degrees can be seen 
as a route into a career the games industry, nor whether some degrees 
perform better in this regard than others. 

 

Industry-Education Links  
 

A number of the key findings considered in this report so far touch on the links 
between industry and educational providers.  It is clear that many of the difficulties 
(as well as the successes) are underpinned by the quality of industry-education 
links.  The following highlight key findings relating specifically to such links at both 
a national and regional level: 
 

• Despite the acknowledgement, on both sides, of the need for good 
links between industry and educational providers, t here remain 
weaknesses in such liaison.  In reality, although there are examples of 
good practice on both sides, overall the links between employers and 
educational providers are often ad hoc, underdeveloped or not well 
maintained.  The extent to which industry can feed into educational 
provision may be restricted. 

• The West Midlands does not, at present, have an est ablished trade 
alliance or other type of organisation that could be used as a forum for 
debate, share of good practice and other skills related agendas.  Industry 
links within the region’s universities frequently rely on informal mechanisms 
that whilst important, are no substitute for continuing formal input.  

• At regional level educational providers all claimed to have had industry 
input into games courses and maintained links at some level.  However, 
there was an acceptance that these were not as strong as they could be 
and were usually difficult to sustain.  There are difficulties with forging 
links at the right levels, and ensuring that they c an be utilised for 
strategic and developmental purposes.   Although there is a desire to 
involve employers and have them make direct inputs into degree courses, 
this is not always facilitated by industry where there are commercial 
pressures to consider. 

• There are examples both regionally and nationally o f initiatives 
designed to encourage closer working relationships between 
educational providers and industry.    In the West Midlands the student 
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and lecturer days run by Blitz games were specifically referred to by 
educationalists as being valuable, whilst industry informants indicated 
similar developments elsewhere.  Trade alliances and resulting academies 
were also seen as a positive step towards stronger links that could 
benefit both sides. 

 

The Serious Games Industry 
 
Many of the issues already identified above are relevant to the Serious Games 
Industry.  However, the following looks in particular at issues that may not have 
been fully considered through the discussion so far.   
 

• The Serious Games Industry is currently in an early  stage of its 
development.  It is unclear whether it will form an integral part of the 
Entertainment Games Industry or develop alongside through the growth of 
companies with a background in multimedia education and training 
solutions.  At present there is little interest from the larger Entertainment 
Games companies who do not perceive the business model or profitability 
of the market as being worth pursuit.  However, this situation could change. 

• This leaves the emerging sector as one with a number of small companies, 
most of which revolve around a core of expert and experienced staff.  
Although there has been much research on the learni ng benefits of 
serious games, less is known about the potential ma rket, 
opportunities and barriers for these small companie s.   

• In the West Midlands Serious Games has been identif ied as a growth 
area and has been supported at regional level .  However, it is unclear 
whether there is sufficient support for this sector in terms of access to 
finance and business enterprise skills.  The creation of the Serious Games 
Institute has created the possibility for regional assistance and innovation 
although to date it is too early to assess impact, in particular at a regional 
level. 

• In terms of skills demands there are indications th at the skills needed 
by such companies vary in comparison to the Enterta inment Games 
companies.   A number did not see games degrees as being relevant to 
their purposes and recruited from broader and a wider range of degrees.  
However, this finding would need to be validated and elaborated by further 
research. 

 
 
9.2 Recommendations 
 
The recommendations presented in this report are addressed to the West Midlands 
Region where appropriate, although many would be equally relevant in other 
regions and nationally.  They are presented according to five main themes.  
Supporting Industry-Education Links  
 
The importance of good industry-education links is apparent throughout this 
research report.  While there are instances of good practice both nationally and 
within the West Midlands region, this remains an area that could be better 
supported and developed.   
 

• It would be useful to investigate the benefits of a  Computer Games (or 
perhaps wider Interactive Media) trade alliance for  the region.   A 
starting point should be a consideration of the organisation, scope and 
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benefits of similar bodies in other regions.  In particular, the region needs to 
consider whether such a body would be supported by industry and how it 
may contribute to more effective liaison between industry and education 
providers.  It would also be useful here to consider initiatives in other 
regions as examples of good practice.   

• Education providers need support at regional level in order not only 
to develop better links with industry, but also to locate and maintain 
high quality work placements.   This could offer an ideal means for 
smaller employers to provide placements and to develop better links with a 
range of providers. 

• It would also be appropriate to consider a separate forum for the Serious 
Games Industry that could be involved in identifyin g and taking 
forward the skills agenda.  This forum could work with universities in the 
region to ensure that education providers understand the skills demands 
arising from the growing Serious Games Industry.  It could also provide a 
means of offering dedicated ‘Serious Games’ work placements to the 
university sector.  

 

Supporting Industry-based training and induction at  entry level 
 
The Computer Games Industry does not have a strong tradition of in-company 
training and development, a factor that may influence attitudes towards the 
recruitment of graduate and inexperienced labour.  The large number of smaller 
companies in the Computer Games and more generally Interactive Media 
Industries could well exacerbate this.   The following recommendations provide 
some possible solutions for the short and medium term, although the financing of 
initial and continuing training above Level 3 may well remain an issue. 
 

• Companies in the Computer Games and Interactive Med ia Industries 
need to see the value of training and development, particularly for 
inexperienced staff.    In particular, initiatives that support the recruitment 
and initial training of graduates, e.g. a graduate apprenticeship scheme, 
could be used to build up a larger stock of experienced labour, support 
employers in the early stages where recruits are not especially productive 
and ensure that entry level recruits received appropriate training and 
induction opportunities.    

• Given the large number of small companies working in Computer Games 
and Interactive Media, it may be appropriate to consider ways in which 
education providers and companies could work togeth er at regional 
level to set up group induction or initial training  schemes.   These 
could reduce the burden on individual employers yet provide graduates 
with an entry point that allowed them to progress to full productivity with 
expert support. 

• Initiatives designed to create or support work plac ements for 
students, either within their degree or as postgrad uates, could be 
supported.   For example, while it may be difficult for companies to offer 
work placements, simulated placements, run with a high level of industry 
input, could provide a high quality alternative. 

• It would be useful if support for work placements, graduate 
apprenticeship and other induction schemes in the r egion could be 
linked to students attending regional universities .  This would both 
contribute to employers’ skills needs in the region and help raise the profile 
and attractiveness of the region’s educational provision. 
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Raising the profile and quality of education provis ion 
 
The West Midlands region offers Games courses relevant to programming, design 
and art and animation in addition to other non-vocational degrees.   However, while 
at an institutional level, providers were positive about the standing of their courses, 
it remains the case that they were not identified by industry or other key informants 
as being of a high quality.  It is unclear whether this is solely about content and the 
calibre of students, or whether it is also linked to ineffective liaison or marketing.  
There is a clear need for this to be addressed at both an institutional and a regional 
level:  the West Midlands has clear strengths in both the Entertainment and 
Serious Games Industries and this should be reflected in the education 
opportunities within the region.  
 

• Stronger industry-education links, in particular a forum  (as above) 
should help to ensure that education provision better meets the needs of 
industry in the region.   

• It would be useful for institutions to review the c ontent of their 
vocational games degree courses against Skillset ac creditation 
criteria.   At regional level all universities should be encouraged and 
supported to achieve accredited status where this is appropriate.  In 
particular it may be appropriate to design courses from scratch according 
to industry standards, and ensure that there is an adequate level of 
industry involvement both in development and on a continuing basis.  The 
value of courses with work placements should be emphasised for students 
without industry experience. 

• Education providers should also consider the main f eatures of 
courses that are recognised as being excellent , both accredited and 
non-accredited, and use these as examples of best practice.  

• Universities should place greater emphasis on stude nt portfolios and 
show reels in the final years of study .  The production of appropriate 
sample material would benefit from being overseen by some form of 
industry panel to ensure that the standard is of a quality that is acceptable 
to employers.   

• There is a need for clear marketing of games courses  and their intended 
outputs/outcomes both to prospective students and to the Industry as a 
whole 

• Education providers should consider ways of raising the profile of their 
courses in the eyes of both potential students and industry.  In particular, 
there should be a long-term strategy designed to at tract better 
students to courses .  Increasing successful outcomes in terms of student 
destinations and careers should also become a standard part of the 
delivery of courses with such information feeding back into course design. 

• An annual industry/AWM sponsored regional event , perhaps with a 
dual entertainment/serious games focus could showcase the achievements 
of the region’s final year and postgraduate students from Computer Games 
or other appropriate courses. This could highlight the ‘calibre’ of the 
region’s students and raise the profile of the region’s industry. 

• Regional Universities should also set up a games course forum  to 
discuss areas of synergy and potential collaboration and to share 
expertise. 
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Supporting the Serious Games Industry 
 
The West Midlands has been identified as having strengths in Serious Games 
development in terms of both industry and research, and is supported at regional 
level to this effect.  This continued support is seen as key to the growth of this 
sector.  The following recommendations are made in the context of an existing 
regional strategy to support Serious Games development as a potential growth 
industry. 
 

• Serious Games developers should collaborate more cl osely with 
mainstream education and training providers  including e-learning 
developers to exploit potential new markets alongside more conventional e-
learning. This could take the form of joint ventures with edu-enterprise spin-
offs or between e-learning and serious games companies. 

• Games courses should make links with education prov iders in order 
to provide education related projects for their stu dents . This could 
supply the basis of an embryonic Serious Games Industry with a pool of 
developers drawn from Games course students. 

• Industry-Education links (as above) should be used to set up a working 
group to identify the range of skills needs for Ser ious Games 
development and determine how to translate this into educational 
provision. 

• There is a need to support small companies in the r egion working in 
this sector.  This will require funding and expertise in regional/economic 
development.  Alongside this, a series of initiatives designed to help small 
companies and individuals to gain access to the market is required. Any 
coordinating organisation must be seen as regional, not tied to one 
institution.  

 
Addressing knowledge gaps and intelligence needs 
 
Throughout this report a number of knowledge gaps and information needs have 
been identified.  In some cases they require more fundamental changes at a 
national level, e.g. in terms of the collection of data specific to industrial sectors 
and job roles that reflect both Entertainment and Serious Games development.  
However, the following recommendations focus on knowledge gaps that could 
feasibly be addressed at either national or regional level. 
 

• This research project has provided some intelligence on what is happening 
in the Serious Games Industry.  However, it would be well worth further 
investigation, with a focus only on Serious Games c ompanies and a 
broader remit to look also at emerging markets, com petition, finance 
and funding issues, as well as the business models,  market 
segmentation and possible developments.  This research should allow 
the region to understand how to support this growing industry better.  

• The discrepancy between the views of industry informants and those of 
education providers brings into focus a lack of understanding as to the day 
to day work and skill requirements of the Computer Games Industry.  
Although there is no shortage of studies (such as this one) that draw on 
data from key informants from both sides, more detailed work on job 
roles would be beneficial.  There is little analysis at this level that allows 
us to map what people actually do on a day-to-day basis against education 
provision.  Such research might also allow an assessment as to whether 
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different skills levels are needed within similar job roles at the same level of 
experience. 

• Very little is known about the motivations, expecta tions and 
destinations of graduates .  It would be useful to understand the career 
desires and expectations of students entering Games degrees to assess 
the compatibility between what they are taught and what they require (e.g. 
it may be appropriate to teach a broad range of skills to students with no 
fixed idea about careers).  It would also be useful to gain intelligence on the 
first destinations of graduates leaving Games courses, and to obtain an 
alternative (industry) perspective on the origins of their new graduate 
recruits.  This would enable a much better understanding of the role of 
Games degree courses (and other degrees) as a vocational route into the 
Computer Games Industry.   

• At Level 3, it would also be helpful to know the de stinations of 
students completing Level 3 courses with Interactiv e Media or Games 
development components.  In particular, do these courses act as a 
progression route into appropriate HE opportunities or careers?  If they do 
not, what value can be attached to an early focus on Games Design or 
development?  
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Acronyms used in the report 
 
ANGILS Alliance for New Generation Interactive Leisure and Simulations 
AWM  Advantage West Midlands 
Becta  British Educational and Communications Technology Agency 
BERR  Department for Business, Enterprise & Regulatory Reform 
COTS  Commercial Off The Shelf 
DCMS  Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
DEFRA Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
DIUS  Department for Innovation, Universities and Skills 
DNA  Digital Native Academy 
DoH  Department of Health 
DoT  Department for Transport 
DTI  Department of Trade and Industry 
EA  Environment Agency 
ELSPA  European Leisure Software Publishers’ Association 
FE  Further education 
GIC  Games Investor Consulting Ltd. 
HEI  Higher Education Institution 
HND  Higher National Diploma 
HE  Higher education 
HERO  Higher Education and Research Opportunities 
HESA  Higher Education Statistics Agency 
HR  Human Resources 
LSC  Learning and Skills Council 
MoD  Ministry of Defence 
NWDA  Northwest Regional Development Agency 
ONS  Office for National Statistics 
QA  Quality Assurance 
SSC  Sector Skills Council 
SGI  Serious Games Institute 
SIC  Standard Industrial Classification 
SOC  Standard Occupational Classification 
SSDA  Sector Skills Development Agency 
TIGA National trade association for games software developers in the UK 

and Europe 
UCAS  Universities and Colleges Admissions Service 
UKTI  UK Trade and Investment 
WBL  Work based learning 
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Annex 1 Scope, Limitations and Methodological Appro ach 
 
 
A1.1 Scope and Limitations 
 
As identified in Section 1.2 there were a number of changes made to the scope 
and focus of the research project. 
 
The scope was broadened in two ways: 
 

• Companies were from the West Midlands and other reg ions .  It was 
decided that while a consideration of employers within the region was 
important, it was necessary to extend the research project to include other 
companies.  Recruitment to the Games/ Serious Games Industries is not 
regional and education providers within the West Midlands region should 
respond to employers located nationally – and in some cases 
internationally.  Hence, although the research did canvass the views of 
companies within the West Midlands region, it also included some who 
were outside.   

• Companies from both the Entertainment Games Industr y and the 
broader Interactive Media Industry were included .  To fulfil the research 
project’s remit of looking at the demand and supply of labour for the 
Serious Games Industry, a small number of companies who would be 
categorised more broadly within the Interactive Media sector were 
included.   

 
However, in other regards the project took a more focused approach:  
 

• Education provision was primarily considered at gra duate level and 
above.   Entry level positions are predominantly at graduate level and 
above with only a small number of positions open to non-graduates.  As 
this research project was essentially concerned with entry level demand 
and supply issues it was decided to focus supply data collection on 
undergraduate and graduate provision.    

• Skills gaps and shortages affecting more senior staff, e.g. project 
management and leadership skills, were not considered in any depth.73.   

 
Finally, although this report makes a contribution towards our understanding of the 
factors affecting the demand for and supply of labour for the Games/ Serious 
Games Industry, it is limited by a number of issues affecting the availability of 
reliable data.   
 

• The provision of adequate labour market data on the Games sector is 
hampered by the lack of any Standard Industrial Classification (SIC) 
categories that might be used to identify the industry74.  Skillset currently 
provides the most comprehensive data on the workforce but cannot provide 
the detail that might be accessible through official government statistics, 
e.g. the Labour Force Survey. 

                                            
73 These skills shortages have been the subject of other recent research by Skillset and others.  For 
example, the NWDA (2007) study focused particularly on management skills while Skillset has 
identified these as areas to be addressed in the recent Skills Strategy Action Plan. 
74 This point is also made by Skillset, Skillset: Creating the Future: The UK Skills Action Plan for the 
Interactive Media and Computer  Games Industries.  
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• Education provision is not recorded in a way that allows for the clear 
identification of courses.  This is further explained in Annex 4 on Education 
data.    

• Current mechanisms for the collection of student destination data by HESA 
do not allow for any simple identification of Games courses.  This, coupled 
with inability to link destinations to either a specific SIC or Standard 
Occupational Classification (SOC) relevant to the Games Industry and its 
various roles, means that there is no central source of data on student 
destinations. 

 
Difficulties with data collection for the Interactive Media and Computer Games 
Industries have been identified by Skillset (2004)75  
 
 

"Research into the sector is undertaken by a wide variety of agencies 
including the LSC, Regional and National Development Agencies, Regional 
Skills Observatories, the SSDA, ONS and academic institutions. This 
research is usually conducted using a best fit of SIC and SOC codes, which 
does not adequately or helpfully define our sectoral make up. The 
methodologies applied are often different, making the ability to read, 
analyse and compare information difficult. Sectoral sample frames and 
scopes are invariably different, as are the definitions of what constitutes the 
sector.  Having closer collaboration amongst those organisations 
undertaking research into the sector and using a framework of agreed 
criteria will allow more in-depth and accurate analysis of data, more sharing 
of data and less duplication." (Skillset 2004:38) 

 
 
 
A1.2 Approach and Methods 
 
The research was divided into four main components:  
 

• The collection and synthesis of existing information and research on 
labour demand and supply issues within the Games/ Serious Games 
Industries: primarily, this involved a review of research undertaken by 
Skillset, both nationally and regionally.  Other research was taken into 
account as appropriate.  Wherever possible, the approach taken in this 
research project was to build on existing research rather than replicate it. 

• Consultations with national and regional organisations with an interest in 
the Games/ Serious Games Industry.  A full list of these consultations can 
be found in Annex 2. 

• Interviews with personnel from companies within the  Games/ Serious 
Games sector .  Altogether 16 interviews were carried out, either face-to-
face or by telephone.  Interviews lasted between 40 minutes and 2 ½ hours 
and were conducted, in all cases, with managing directors, or other senior 
personnel.  Details of the questions asked can be found in Annex 3 along 
with some limited background data on the companies involved.  However, 
as a number asked not to be named in the report, a decision was made not 
to list any of the companies who contributed to the research. 

                                            
75 Skillset (2004) Creating the future: The UK Skills Action Plan for the Interactive Media and 
Computer Games Industries (undated but probably 2004)  
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• The collection of available data on education provi sion, primarily in 
the West Midlands region. This was supplemented by a small number of 
interviews with providers (a total of 8) in the region.  Details of the 
questions asked can be found in Annex 4).  Again, owing to requests by 
some not to be named it was decided that that all providers interviewed 
would remain anonymous.  

 
Interviews with both companies and providers were essentially qualitative and 
were intended to complement the more survey-based work undertaken by Skillset.  
Checklists of questions were informed both by the research of Skillset and also by 
the initial consultation process.  In this context, the analysis of the interviews aimed 
to develop a greater insight into issues well known to those working within this 
sector, or commented on in a previous, ad hoc manner.  The research also 
attempted to unpick some previously identified issues, for example, criticisms 
made against ‘Games degrees’, or more generally about the work-readiness of 
graduates.  
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Annex 2 Key Informant Interviews  
 
Annex 2 includes information relating to key informant interviews, including details 
of participating organisations and the checklist of questions used as a basis for the 
interviews. 
 
 
A2.1 Key Informant Interviews 
 
The initial phase of the project included key informant interviews with a number of 
individuals or representatives of organisations considered to be important within 
the Serious and Interactive Media Industries.  These were both national and 
regional in nature.  In some cases more than one individual from the same 
organisation was interviewed, depending on roles and areas of expertise.  All key 
informant interviews were carried out face-to-face and lasted between 1 and 2 
hours.  In some cases they involved follow-up discussions to clarify specific issues. 
 
The following organisations participated in this initial phase: 
 
ELSPA 
TIGA 
BERR  
LSC 
Advantage West Midlands 
Skillset 
Serious Games Institute  
 
Clearly there is a host of other organisations and individuals who could usefully 
have fed into this research project.  However, timing and budget constraints limited 
the number of key informant interviews.   
 
 
A2.2 Key Questions for the Research  
 
Key informant interviews varied in terms of the questions asked, depending on the 
role and area of expertise of the person interviewed.  Each interview was 
conducted with a checklist adapted for this purpose.  These checklists were based 
upon key questions for the research.  The key questions are reproduced overleaf. 
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 Key Questions/Issues  
 
1 Context 
 

• What is the current status of the Games Industry, both nationally and 
regionally (in terms of employment, markets, growth etc.)? 

• Who are the main stakeholders, from a sectoral, educational, employee 
and employer perspective and what inputs or influence do they have on 
demand and/or supply issues? 

• What career paths, roles and skill sets are currently identified by the key 
informants and how might these have an impact on education provision? 

• How do key informants see future developments within the industry and 
how might these have an impact on demand and supply for skilled and 
experienced labour?   

 
2 Labour Supply Issues 
 

• What is the range and extent of current course provision relevant to this 
sector, both generally at a national level and specifically within the region?  

• What skills, knowledge and experience are developed by the region’s 
academic institutions and at what education/qualification levels?  What 
specialisms are developed in these and allied courses relevant to the 
Games sector? 

• What is the current volume (throughput of courses) within the region?   
• What ‘fit’ do course providers see between the supply of potential recruits 

from these courses and the demand from industry?  What, if any, are the 
differences identified in demand and supply from a provider perspective? 

• What links exist between education or other bodies and employers/ Games 
developers for the validation and development of education provision?  Do 
these links play a part in identifying supply/demand projections or 
estimates in terms of both volume and skill sets? 

• What future trends are identified by course providers and how do these 
relate to percieved future trends? 

 
3 Labour demand issues 
 

• What career pathways and routes into the Games Industry for skilled and 
experienced personnel are currently identified by key informants within the 
industry? 

• What are the implications of these pathways and routes for recruitment 
practices, e.g. skill and experience level preferred, qualifications 
possessed?  How do these factors manifest themselves in the recruitment 
practices of industry informants for skilled and experienced personnel? 

• What links do informants within the industry have with education providers 
and are these links part of the recruitment process, either formally or 
informally? 

• How do industry participants see the current match between the supply of 
labour (i.e. from education or allied providers) and the demand (in terms of 
their requirements)?  What, if any, are the key differences between supply 
and demand as percieved by industry informants? 

• What future trends are identified by industry informants? 
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Annex 3 Collection of Demand Side Data 
 
Annex 3 provides information relating to the collection of primary (interview) 
demand side data. Much of the information contained in the report is based on 
secondary sources of data.  This is referenced in the main body of the report as 
appropriate. 
 
 
A3.1 Interviews with Industry Informants 
 
Interviews with industry informants were carried out as a second phase of the 
research project, between January and the end of March 2008.  In total, 16 
industry informants were interviewed either by telephone or in person.  Interviews 
lasted between 40 minutes and 2 ½ hours.   
 
A number of the industry informants asked not to be named in the report.  For this 
reason information here is limited to some broad characteristics of the companies 
involved: 
 

• Two of the 16 were developer/publishers; the remainder were developers 
although some were owned by publishers. 

• The research project was intended to include a range of companies in 
terms of size.  Of the 16 companies, 2 employed over 1000 people in total; 
2 had between 200 and 500 employees, 5 had between 50 and 100 and 
the remaining 6 had fewer than 50 employees.  For those developers who 
operated as studios owned by a publisher, these figures include only the 
employees at their studio. 

• Six of the companies had been involved in the development of Serious 
Games with a small number of other companies involved indirectly. 

 
 
A3.2 Checklist for Industry Informants  
 
Industry informants were interviewed using a checklist of questions, all of which 
allowed for open-ended responses. The intention was to gain qualitative data 
rather than a set of standardised responses.  The research instrument developed 
for this work allowed for a variety of different ‘routes’ depending on the type of 
company and different responses.  For example, for companies involved in the 
production of Serious Games it was appropriate to ask a series of questions that 
would be redundant elsewhere.  Likewise, the questions had to take account of the 
size and employment structure of a company and the market they operated in.  
The research instrument also included a series of prompts designed to elicit further 
detail on a range of topics. 
 
The full checklist is not reproduced here.  However, the checklist overleaf includes 
all the core questions with some of the key variations.  It excludes key prompts and 
areas for further discussion but nevertheless is a good representation of the 
questions asked.   
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Summary of Main Topics for Interviews with Industry  informants 
 
1 Background Questions 
 

• Role of respondent 
• Size of company (e.g. number of employees) 
• Ownership and locations in UK 
• Type of Games development  (Serious/Entertainment)  
• Employee (and freelance if appropriate) roles e.g. rough proportions of 

different roles (design, artistic, programming, etc.) 
• Outsourcing (outward/inward) 

  
2  Serious Games (Attitudes and Involvement) 
 
For those who are already operating in the SGI: 

• Overview of SG involvement and attitudes towards SG as an industry 
(opportunities/areas of concern) 

• Links with other companies/agencies etc. within the sector 
 
For those not currently operating in the SGI: 

• Attitudes towards the SG industry as a potential industry/market 
 
3 Employment, Skills and Recruitment Issues 
 

• Brief overview of recruitment and induction processes for all staff 
• Roles new entrants are recruited for, and mechanisms/processes/ selection 

criteria used (including any differences for different roles, e.g. 
programmers/artists/designers etc.) 

• If appropriate, differences between recruitment for Entertainment/  Serious 
Games roles 

• Recruitment difficulties generally and, more specifically, for new entrants to 
the industry 

• Career opportunities in the industry for non-graduates 
• Induction, training and length of time taken for new entrants to become 

productive within the company 
 
4 Supply of Recruits (Graduates/Non-Graduates) to t he Indusry  
 
Degree Level Courses 

• Perceived adequacy of degree level courses as an entry into the industry 
(by different roles recruited for, if appropriate) 

• Attitudes towards Games courses versus more generic courses (e.g. 
Computer Science) 

• Links to education providers and perceived influence on course design etc. 
• Recommended solutions for dealing with any negative issues raised. 

 
Non-degree Courses and Routes 

• Attitudes towards other courses (below degree level) as a possible route 
into the industry (e.g. Diploma in Media Studies, BTEC National, 
Apprenticeships) 

• Attitudes regarding potential for non-graduate recruitment and other non-
traditional routes into the industry 
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Other related issues on the provision of vocational  education provision 
• General issues regarding the links between industry and educational 

providers (universities and colleges) 
• Perceived ‘fit’ (if not already covered) between demand and supply, in 

terms of quantity, quality, course coverage/industry need etc. 
• Possible solutions offered to any negative issues raised 

  
Any other comments you would like to make around the demand and supply of 
personnel to the Games/ Serious Games Industry. 
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Annex 4 Collection of Supply Side Data  
 
Annex 4 reports on the collection of supply (education provision) data in this report.  
This lists the sources of secondary data used, then comments on some of the 
issues surrounding data on education provision and student destinations.  A third 
subsection provides information on the identification of Games courses.  Finally the 
fourth section includes the primary source data collection checklist. 
 
 
A4.1 Sources of Secondary Data  
 
The report drew upon a range of reports by various bodies, including Skillset (West 
Midlands region and national data) and the LSC (West Midlands Region).  Where 
figures are used from existing reports these are referenced throughout the report 
as appropriate. 
 
In addition the project made use of the following: 
 
UCAS  (for the identification of courses and entry requirements, in particular 

relating to Games courses)  
 
HESA For destination data, although it could not be used in the project 

(see Annex 4.2) 
 
Prospects Prospects.ac.uk provides a course search facility similar to UCAS 

for courses at graduate level 
 
HERO For other information on courses, funding and general issues 
 
The Times The Times University League Table data was used to assess the 

status and ranking of different universities and individual 
departments within them. 

 
University websites and course overview material as appropriate 
 
 
A4.2 Selected Issues around the reliability of data  used 
 
There are a number of issues around data collection that need to be taken into 
account when interpreting some of the data on education provision.  In particular 
there are difficulties in identifying provision relevant to the Games or Serious 
Games Industry and in identifying a ‘course’ as a unit of analysis. There are similar 
difficulties in compiling even estimated destination data and there is an additional 
problem in applying data across both the Serious and Entertainment Games 
Industries.  
 
It is apparent from discussion within this research report that employers recruit 
from a range of different courses, primarily at degree level.  Although this report 
makes reference to education provision below the level of a degree, that is not 
particularly helpful in relation to the Interactive Media and Games Industry.  Added 
to this, at degree level employers recruit from both vocational (e.g. Games) and 
non-vocational (e.g. Mathematics, Physics) courses as well as degrees that have a 
vocational orientation but are not specific to a particular industry (e.g. Multi-Media, 
Fine Art, Art and Design).  Discussion suggests that employers do not relate solely 
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to the Games degrees supposedly targeted at their industry.  In some cases, they 
do not even consider students from these degrees.   So although, like other 
research, this report comments particularly on Games degrees that is not 
necessarily the best or only way of looking at education provision for the industry.  
However, the alternative would be to look at a vast range of degrees in Science, 
Art, Design, Technology and even Arts, and that would have taken the research 
project beyond the bounds of feasibility.76.  
 
Secondly, even when looking at ‘Games degrees’ it can be difficult to identify a 
‘course’ from an ‘option’.  This is particularly true for joint honours programmes that 
are listed by UCAS but may attract any number of students or none at all.  There 
are also other ‘courses’ which are not full degrees – for example foundation 
degrees, top-up degrees and HNDs as well as those that take the student above 
degree level (e.g. MEng).  To this can be added the options of an industrial 
placement or year abroad.  In summary, when ‘counting’ courses it is important not 
to assume that the ‘total’ is anything other than an estimate.  As total student 
numbers on such courses are estimated on an approximate figure per ‘course’ per 
year, the potential for inaccuracy is even greater.   The figures given here would 
need to be verified on a course-by-course basis to ensure accuracy. 
 
Added to this, it is not possible to obtain even approximate destination data on 
students leaving such courses.  This was discussed earlier in Annex 1.77 
 
Lastly, as with the material on demand, this analysis is complicated by the different 
requirements of the Entertainment and Multi-Media Industries.  It is not possible 
here to do justice to the range of expertise identified by companies working on 
Serious Games within the Interactive Media Industry.  For this reason, the following 
discussion relates primarily to the Entertainment Games Industry with only passing 
reference to the different requirements of the Interactive Media Industry.  Further 
research would be needed to rectify this omission. 
 
 
A4.3 Calculation of Games courses  
 
The table in Section 7 on the numbers of Games courses in the UK requires some 
explanation, particularly in light of the preceding discussion.  The following 
provides the basis of the decisions taken when calculating the number of Games 
courses: 
 

• UCAS course search was used to identify potential Games courses at 
degree Level.  This resulted in 263 degree courses being identified. 

• Open Route B courses were eliminated from this list to avoid double 
counting.  They are almost always listed under Route A. 

                                            
76 Some research has attempted to get round this issue by focusing on one aspect of the Games 
Industry, e.g. programmers, and then looking at both Games Programming courses and Computing 
courses.  However, programmers are also recruited from other disciplines and Computing graduates 
move into a range of industries and occupations.  (Skillset 2007).  Other research (UKTI 2007, 
Skillset 2004) has focused attention only on Games degrees while acknowledging the relevance of a 
broader spectrum.  
77 There is no data that adequately provides information on Computer Games courses anyway.  
HESA compiles statistics based on general subject codes, not specific courses.  This means that 
using HESA data to look at student numbers would necessitate looking at, for example, all Design 
courses for elements of Games Design, all Computing courses for elements of Games Programming, 
and all Art courses for elements of Animation and Games Art.  Destinations are currently based on 
SIC and SOC, neither of which currently allow identification of either the Games Industry, or 
occupations within it.   
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• Where courses were listed more than once to indicate the option of a 
placement year, a foundation year, different years of entry or an optional 
MEng year, they were only counted once.  In some cases this resulted in 
up to 5 listed courses being counted only once. 

• Courses that could be described as more general, e.g. Multi-Media were 
discounted.  Although they may have had some Games content, it was 
considered that other courses not listed would also satisfy these criteria 
and therefore would have to be counted as well.  This decision was taken 
to aid consistency. 

• Top-up degrees were also not counted although HND and Foundation 
Degrees (that might precede a top-up) were.  

• This left a total of 85 single honours degrees and 84 joint honours degree 
courses. 

 
For MScs the following decisions were taken: 
 

• A course search for taught courses was carried out using Prospects.ac.uk.  
This produced a total of 62 taught courses.  MSc courses by research were 
not considered. 

• A number were omitted as not being relevant to the Games Industry (e.g. 
they were for PGCE in Games) 

• About half of the remainder (about 20) were considered to have content 
that was broader than Games, although they all had some relevance at a 
broader level 

• The remainder (about 32) were directly relevant to the Games Industry.  
 
 
A4.4 Data Collected through primary sources (interv iews) 
 
The supply phase of the research project also included a limited number of 
interviews with course leaders and other personnel in senior positions in the West 
Midlands region.  Again, some of these informants asked not to be named in any 
way in the report and so the decision was taken not to provide details on 
institutions taking part in the study. 
 
In total, 8 interviews were carried out with a range of personnel within different 
institutions in the West Midlands, either in person or by telephone.  A checklist of 
questions was developed to aid these discussions and can be found overleaf. 
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Checklist for discussion or data collection with ed ucation providers (higher 
education)  
 
1 Background/Statistical Data 
 
Description and level of degree/postgraduate courses relevant to the Games 
Industry 
 
Number of students (each year of study) on each course 

- single honours programmes 
- joint honours programmes 
- MSc programmes 

 
Typical offer (grades/tariff points for undergraduate programmes) 
 
Actual profile of students in terms of qualifications (average plus range) 
 
Completion rate and other completion statistics (degrees awarded by class etc.) 
 
Destination data as available (6 month destination data as per HESA) 
 
2 Course Objectives and Content 
 
Background to setting up of the course/s; how long has each been running etc? 
 
Who was involved in setting up the course (internally and externally) and in what 
ways? 
 
Reasons for setting up course 
 
Input of industry contacts (or other) into course content (at set up and currently), 
including formal and informal mechanisms. 
 
Vocational aims/objectives of the course (if not already covered)? 
 
How is the relevance of course content for these vocational aims/ industry roles 
ensured?  
 
3 Target Groups and Student Profiles  
 
Who/what type of person is the course aimed at (interests/ aspirations, educational 
standards, etc.)? 
 
What are the standard entry requirements/routes onto the course?  What other 
routes are available and how frequently are they used (e.g. WBL, non-A Level 
routes)? 
 
What is known about the aspirations of the students on the course (e.g. do they 
want jobs in the industry, is their interest more general etc.)? 
 
Is there a good ‘fit’ between the students entering/graduating from the course/s 
and the demands of the roles they aspire to?  
 
Does the department/course maintain links with Level 3 courses or foundation 
degrees which could feed into these courses?   
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4 Outcomes  
 
At completion of a course, how ‘work ready’ are students for the Games Industry?  
(In what terms, e.g. technical skills/knowledge; attitudes and understanding of the 
industry; core skills e.g. communication and team working?) 
 
Are there any areas where students might need further training or experience? 
 
What kind of careers guidance and help with finding jobs (and placements) do 
students receive (and at what point in their degree programme)? 
 
Do students have access to staff or other advisers with in-depth knowledge of the 
industry?  What assistance can they expect that will help them find a job in the 
Games Industry? 
 
5 Issues around Courses and Course Content and Deli very  

(If not already dealt with in previous sections) 
 
Are there any pressures on course implementation and delivery that may produce 
less than optimum outcomes (in terms of acquisition of knowledge/skills, 
destinations etc.)? 
 
How easy/difficult is it to forge and maintain links with appropriate industry 
contacts?  Are there any constraints on the efficacy of such contacts?  
 
Is there a fit between students’ expectations and industry expectations? 
 
What is the situation re: accreditation of course/s (e.g. with Skillset)?  How is 
accreditation viewed?  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


