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• Started in the game industry at Day 1 Studios in 2003 

- Content Manager -> Associate Producer 

About me 



• Went to Epic Games in 2007 

- Art Production Manager -> Producer -> Program Manager 

 

 

About me 



• 21 years in business 
 
• Creators of the Unreal Engine 
 
• 182 employees in Cary, NC 
 
• 275 employees worldwide 
 
• Additional locations in Seattle, Salt Lake City, Warsaw,  
  Seoul and Yokohama  
 

About Epic Games 



- Why do developers outsource? 
- What are the pros and cons of outsourcing? 
- How does Epic bring outsourcers online in a production? 
-  Outsourcing for the Gears of War franchise 

- Environment art example 
-  Outsourcing for the Infinity Blade franchise 

- Character art example 
-  Outsourcing for cinematics 

- Cinematic example 
-  How to avoid common problems when outsourcing 

What we’ll be discussing 



Larger project scope 
- Creating current titles (or worlds) is a big task 

 
Additional manpower for smaller studios, but no overhead 

- Epic Games is a good example of this 
 

Quality of work is excellent around the world 
- Lots of talented vendors from all parts of the industry 

Why do developers outsource? 



Pro 
Frees up your staff for other tasks 

 
Pro 
Content can be generated quickly 

 
Pro 
Good outsourcers grow with you 

 
Pro 
Properly directed, outsourcers can 
work independently 

 

What are the pros and cons  
of outsourcing? 

Con 
Outsourcers require management 

 
Con 
Need to plan ahead for the assets 

 
Con 
High degree of turnover of staff 

 
Con 
May require multiple conversations 
to get what you want 
 



How does Epic bring outsourcers 
online in a production? 

Find Outsourcers 
- Conferences 
 
- Online portfolios (Polycount, Conceptart.org, etc.) 
 
- LinkedIn 
 
- Word of mouth 
 
- Forwarded emails from Epic staff 



How does Epic bring outsourcers 
online in a production? 

Questions we ask 
- Do you have the bandwidth to do the work? 
- Do you have experience with Unreal?  
- Will “test” artists be the ones doing the actual assignment? 
- How large is your staff? How many project managers? 
- How is your staff allocated in the areas of expertise you  
  represent (3D, animation, concept, etc.)?  
- What proportion of skill levels are in your company (Sr. to Jr.)? 
- Are there any subcontractors we need to know about? 
- Do you understand everything listed in the SOW and contract? 
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How does Epic bring outsourcers 
online in a production? 

Questions we ask (continued) 
- What’s your day rate? Is this negotiable? 
- What security measures do you have? 
- Would you be willing to take an art test? 
- How long has your company been in business?  
  - What platforms have you shipped on? Which games? 
- Can you give us any references we can speak to? 
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How does Epic bring outsourcers 
online in a production? 

We give them a test 
- For art - usually an asset that has been created before  
  (but may be flawed) 

- Facial/animation uses an emotional scene from a shipped title 
 

- Timeframe given is the same as our internal teams 
 

- Outsourcer gets paid if we use the asset in the game 
 

- Successful test puts them on the “preferred outsourcer” roster  
  and then contracts are signed – the work begins! 



Strategic Alliance 
- Formed in 2008 
- Located in Shanghai, China 
- Changed their name in 2010  
  (Ying Pei means “Epic” in Mandarin) 

Yingpei Games Ltd. 
(formerly Epic Games China) 
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What did we outsource? 

Outsourcing for the  
Gears of War series 



What did we outsource? 

Outsourcing for the  
Gears of War series 

 
- Character artwork (NPCs) 









What did we outsource? 

Outsourcing for the  
Gears of War series 

 
- Character artwork (NPCs) 
- Environmental artwork  





As an example - how many environment  
assets did we outsource in Gears of War 3? 

 

520 
 
 

Outsourcing for the  
Gears of War series (cont’d) 

 
In a 2.5 year project this equals an average of 4 finished  

assets per week! 
 



As an example - how many environment  
assets did we outsource in Gears of War 3? 

 

30% 
 
 

Outsourcing for the  
Gears of War series (cont’d) 

 
That means approximately 70% of the assets  

were generated in-house. 
 



What did we outsource? 

Outsourcing for the  
Gears of War series 

 
- Character artwork (NPCs) 
- Environmental artwork  
- Destructibles (furniture) 





What did we outsource? 

Outsourcing for the  
Gears of War series 

 
- Character artwork (NPCs) 
- Environmental artwork  
- Destructibles (furniture) 
- Some weapons  





What did we outsource? 

Outsourcing for the  
Gears of War series 

 
- Character artwork (NPCs) 
- Environmental artwork  
- Destructibles (furniture) 
- Some weapons  
- Cinematic layouts  



Done by Metricminds 

Cinematic Layout Example 

 
- Initial placement of cameras 
- Placement of characters 
- Audio track hookup 
- No final lighting or animation 



Scene set up 

Cinematic Layout Example 

 
- Scene from Gears of War 3 
- In the town of Char 
- Delta Squad catches up with Ash Man 





Final in-game cinematic 

Cinematic Layout Example 

 
- Final placement of cameras and characters 
- Final lighting and animation 
- Final audio track hookup 





What did we outsource? 

Outsourcing for the  
Gears of War series 

 
- Character artwork (NPCs) 
- Environmental artwork  
- Destructibles (furniture) 
- Some weapons  
- Cinematic layouts  
- Mocap cleanup, facial 
  and secondary animation 



How did we maintain the Epic quality bar for  
all these different assets?  

- Environmental artwork example 
 Establishment of look and feel 
 Breakdown of sketches into assets 
 Outline and confirm the specifications 
 Agreement on priority and timelines 
 Regular delivery and feedback dates 
 Monthly build updates 

 
 

Outsourcing for the  
Gears of War series (cont’d) 



 
- Environmental artwork example 

 Establishment of look and feel 
 

• Design and art direction documentation is submitted 



 
- Environmental artwork example 

 Breakdown of sketches into assets (part 1) 



 
- Environmental artwork example 

 Breakdown of sketches into assets (part 2a) 



 
- Environmental artwork example 

 Breakdown of sketches into assets (part 2b) 



 
- Environmental artwork example 

 Outline and confirm the specifications 
 

• Vertex count 
 

• Texture sizes 
 

• Material IDs 
 

• Modularity 
 

• Level of detail expectations 
 

• Color variants/shifts 
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- Environmental artwork example 

 Agreement on priority and timelines 



 
- Environmental artwork example 

 Regular delivery and feedback dates 
 
• Drop days should be established  

 - Character assets are delivered on Tuesdays 
 - Environment assets are delivered on Thursdays 
      - Rigged character assets are delivered on Fridays 

 
• Staff artist should be proofing assets 

 
• Feedback should be made within 24 hours of 

submission if possible 
 



 
- Environmental artwork example 

 Feedback example 



 
- Environmental artwork example 

 Monthly build updates 
 
• Monthly approved QA engine/and or build is sent to  

our outsourcers or they can sync to a label in Perforce 
 

• All assets are proofed for quality in the editor before 
they are returned to us 
 





Outsourcing for the  
Infinity Blade series 

 
- Environmental artwork (non-hero assets) 
 

What did we outsource? 







Outsourcing for the  
Infinity Blade series 

 
- Environmental artwork (non-hero assets) 
- Character artwork  

What did we outsource? 





Outsourcing for the  
Infinity Blade series 

 
- Environmental artwork (non-hero assets) 
- Character artwork  
- Weapons 

What did we outsource? 







Outsourcing for the  
Infinity Blade series 

 
- Character artwork example 

 All or nothing 
 Identify the strengths and weaknesses of your outsourcer 
 Make sure your specs are clear 
 Find leaders within your outsourcer and let them lead 
 Always expect revisions 

How did we maintain the quality bar on the mobile platform? 





 
- Character Artwork example 

  All or nothing 
 

 Better to send a loose concept sketch than an 
immaculately detailed one 

 
 Mixing the two can often confuse an outsourcer  

• E.g. If you concept out a realistically rendered 
character and scribble in details that you might  
not have the time to draw - it is common that  
the outsourcer will match the scribbles exactly 

 
• With the rough sketches they have been able  

to interpret and design the character rather  
than if we had provided a detailed drawing  



 
- Character Artwork example 

 Identify the strengths and weaknesses of your 
outsourcer 

 
• We have found out over time that our outsourcers  

can produce machinery, environments and characters  
really well, but they really struggle with organics 
and geological structures 

 
o In the future we decided to adjust our future  

character designs so that they would play to our 
outsourcer’s strengths 

 
o One of the most expensive characters that we  

have made to date was the Moss Golem from IB2  







 
- Character Artwork example 

 Make sure your specs are clear 
 

• Assets needed to stay within a certain vert count 
 

o Textures were different also - we just needed  
a diffuse with the spec map in the alpha  
and a normal map as opposed to Gears 

 
o With rigging - each bone is only constrained  

to two verts 



 
- Character Artwork example 

 Find leaders within your outsourcer and let them lead 
 
• Infinity Blade II had a couple of characters that 

were not hitting the quality that we needed,  
but there was one character that looked great 

  
• We directed our outsourcer to have all characters 

go through the artist that was producing the higher 
quality level, and we saw an immediate jump in quality 



 
- Character Artwork example 

 Always expect revisions 
 

• It will never be perfect the first time 
 
• Plan accordingly and identify issues early  

(24 hour feedback loop helps with this) 
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Outsourcing  
for Cinematics 

 
- Cinematic example 

 It all starts with a story… board 
 Animatics are cheap and easy timesavers 
 You can always fix it in post… 

What about cinematics on the big and small screen? 



 
- Cinematic example 

 It all starts with a story… board 
 

• Storyboards are the bedrock of our cinematic pipeline 
 

o Inexpensive and easy to change 
 
o Easy to get team and stakeholder buy-in 
 
o Provides a framework for the cinematic team 
 
o Storyboards trump all “Wouldn’t it be cool if…” 

arguments (most of the time…) 
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- Cinematic example 

 It all starts with a story… board 



 
- Cinematic example 

 Animatics are cheap and easy timesavers 
 

• Good vendors can do wonders with just drawings 
 
o Storyboards come to life 
 
o Easy adjustment of shots and direction for mocap 
 
o Easily placed in the game without waiting for the 

cinema team to finish layouts and get renders made 
 

o Done in-house, gives rudimentary shot placement  
and timing 
 



Outsourcing  
for Cinematics 

 
- Shows how little we deviated from the storyboards 
 
- Mocap is always outsourced – hire good local drama actors 
 
- Mocap is video recorded so the animators can pick up the      
  nuances from the actor to bring to the character 

Comparison  example - Storyboard vs. Mocap vs. Final 





 
- Cinematic example 

 You can always fix it in post… 
 

• Final renders are just movies, and layers of cinematic  
polish can be added in-engine 

 
• Final audio mix is always outsourced 

 
o Feedback from all parties in 24 hours 
 
o Web-based or mobile phone access to a web portal  

 for people offsite to review the cinematics 
 



Outsourcing  
for Cinematics 

 
- Brings all the outsourced parts together into the final product 

Final Cinematic for Gears of War: Judgment 





How to avoid common problems 
when outsourcing 

 
- What can possibly go wrong? 

 Common issues that arise for every project 
 Best practices from our experiences 
 Speaking the same “language” 



 
- What can possibly go wrong? 

 Common issues that arise for every project 
o Specs aren’t clear from the art lead 

• If you don’t understand what’s being asked – your 
outsourcer certainly won’t 

 
o Lack of lead time for the outsourcer 

• We always budget in 2 weeks of lead time to set 
teams and get them ready to go 
 

o Ramp up time for the outsourcer to get in the groove 
• New projects and expectations are always rocky in 

the beginning – if you build in time then you won’t 
be behind 
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- What can possibly go wrong? 

 Review of best practices from our past experiences 
o English-speaking project managers onsite at the 

outsourcer 
 
o One voice comes from Epic – one person per discipline 

compiles all the feedback and cuts the redundant parts 
• Characters 
• Environment art 
• Other assets 

 
o We always try to point out even the small things 

outsourcers do right and minimize the morale hit  
on the incorrect items 
• “We can do this better next time…” 
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- What can possibly go wrong? 

 Speaking the same “language” 
o English is usually a second language 

• Avoid slang 
• The written word is sometimes more difficult 
• Email can be messy and an image speaks a 

thousand words 
 

o Everyone is on the same team – always use “we” 
• Easy to classify outsourcers as “them” 
• Everyone wants the project to be successful 
 

o The Internet is not 100% international 
• Outsourcers may not have access to the Internet 
• Security of your project is paramount (secure FTP) 

 
 

 



 
- What can possibly go wrong? 

 Speaking the same “language” 
o Assignments can be done exactly as they are spec’d 

• If you show an image make sure a spin is put on it 
that fits with your project 

• Outsourcers will build exactly what you show them 
• Example - Gears of War: Judgment fire hydrant 
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- What can possibly go wrong? 

 Speaking the same “language” 
o Assignments can be done exactly as they are spec’d 

• If you show an image make sure a spin is put on it 
that fits with your project 

• Outsourcers will build exactly what you show them 
 

o Ensure delivery guidelines/deadlines are clear 
• A tracking sheet should be submitted with every 

drop and the dates clearly illustrated 
• Deadlines shift – outsourcers need to know 
 

o Flag items that are wrong and be straightforward 
• Outsourcers need to learn too – don’t coddle them 
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Hey, what about Fortnite? 

 
- That’s a separate talk for  
  another conference! 

 



Thanks for listening! 
Please fill out your email survey form. 


