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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 and 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 Development 
 
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/Serious 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 development 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 relevance 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 may 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 esta blished 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 provision 
 
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 Computer 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.   
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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 (Interactive 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 freelancers24 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 al so 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 prior to 1990, 
52% had degrees whilst for 2004-5 this figure was 85%.  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 Plan29 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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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 
Midlands36 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. 



 

' Digital Native Academy Limited 2008 � 22  

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 and 
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 occupational 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 Educational 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 Development  
 
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 




