


AAA Game Development
in China



About American

MaJi (Lucky Horse loves Spicy = MaLaMa)

• In China since 2004 (5 years)

• 16 years making games

• id Software (DOOM, Quake)

• EA (Alice, misc others)

• Independent (Scrapland, Bad Day LA)

• Vykarian (art outsourcing)

• Spicy Horse (Grimm, Alice 2)



About Spicy Horse

Largest independent foreign game studio in China.

• Established 2006 (Grimm project)
• 65 internal, built for “Core Competency”
• 45 external, 3D assets (99% outsourced)
• Chinese soul fused with Western process
• Really process driven
• Born from ashes (HK meltdown)
• Currently building sequel to “Alice”





Who We Are
• Sr. Creative Director – American McGee

– With over 15 years industry experience, American has working on such blockbuster titles as the DOOM 
and Quake series, and was lead designer behind the cult hit “American McGee’s Alice”. 

• General Manager – Adam Lang 
– Adam’s years of experience with Shanda saw him involved in online content strategies, international 

partnerships, and technical R&D focused on the Chinese market. 

• Executive Producer – RJ Berg
– RJ spent nearly 15 years at Electronic Arts before becoming the Creative Director at Lucas Arts. He’s 

been involved with titles such as Star Wars (KOTOR) to his own Sherlock Holmes game. 

• Development Director – Paul Kurowski
– Working in the industry since 1996, Paul has contributed to a long list of major hits including GTA3, San 

Andreas, and Vice City. His roles included lead artist and game designer. 

• Creative Director – Ben Kerslake
– Combining a technical background in software development and education with creative work in film, 

animation, branding and illustration spanning a period of 10 years, Ben provides guidance across a 
varied selection of disciplines. Lead Concept Artist and Creative Director on Grimm.

• Tech Director – Chen Bao Wu
– In his 14 years of game development Chen has worked for Ubisoft on such titles as Ghost Recon, Splinter 

Cell, and Rayman. He is an optimization and console expert. 

• Art Director – Ken Wong 
– Ken has done visualization and art direction for games since 2003. His history includes work for Nival, 

Enlight, Art Asylum, and Waxploitation Records. 

• Animation Director – Tang Ye Ping
– After 16 years as an animator Tang can lay claim to an impressive work history. Most recently as 

animation leader at Ubisoft. Her list of titles includes Brothers in Arms (1&2) and Rainbow Six 3. 



Alice 2 Development Org



Spicy Operations Org



Culture
“Development paradise in Shanghai”

• A Chinese company 1st

• Egalitarian pay and title structure

• Holistic management style

• Standardized interview process

• Standardized review process

• Company vision evangelizing

• Quarterly day, yearly weekend trip

• “Bonding events” (Ping Pong)

• Integrated foreign and Chinese

• Balanced internal competition

Spicy Horse Quality Mantra

No broken windows
Nothing is insignificant

Exceed expectations
Don’t take things for granted

Take responsibility
Don’t pass the buck

Immediately repair issues
Everything matters

Don’t leave loose ends
Always finish discussions

Make full decisions
Implement quickly

Use information management systems religiously
Act on decisions

Don’t sit on information others need
Deadlines are deadly serious

Read and understand project documents
Sweat the small stuff



Vision
Clear vision = Ownership = Quality

• Studio goals clearly stated

• Product goals clearly stated

• Process protects our efforts

• Reward for our efforts

• Commitment to China

• Commitment to employees

• Everyone is free

Spicy Horse Vision Statement

Spicy Horse is an innovative game development studio. 

The company goal is to produce games we can be proud of. Games that reward the time and effort 
we spent working on them by achieving high levels of quality and entertainment value. To that end 
we will protect our efforts by religious adherence to quality standards, best practices, and processes. 
Planning and process allow us to have creative freedom and avoid joy-killers like crunch time, slipped 
schedules, and bad products. We will maintain an environment where everyone has the ability to 
input, criticize, critique, and add value to every aspect of the company. 

Our products: Our products are innovative, creative, artful, soulful, story driven, and lead the 
marketplace. They provide quality entertainment to our audience. Our audience is global – anyone 
with a computer or game console and an interest in good story, great art, and accessible game play. 

Our reward will come in several time categories: Immediate reward from a happy, healthy work 
environment, constant recognition of contribution, and feeling of ownership/importance for every 
person who contributes to the group effort. Near-term reward comes from improvement activities 
such as team adventures, learning programs, and career advancement. Medium-term rewards 
through the release of quality products – benefiting society through products that raise 
consciousness, improve quality of life, provide emotional outlet, and entertain. Long term reward 
from the establishment and maintenance of a mature studio –eventually placing the studio in a 
position to sell, be acquired, or continue being. Employees will be able to leverage these rewards to 
manage their own internal projects, start their own studios, retire, or just continue being happy doing 
what they re doing. 

What makes us different (why we will succeed): Our employees: We attain succeed through our 
people. This comes from our ability to attract and engage the talent of exceptional artists, 
technologists, and producers. Ours are hard working, principled people. Our culture: A highly 
rewarding and nurturing environment in which to work. Our location: China is a country on the rise, 
where new ideas have a chance, where something unique can be built, and where the frontiers are 
still open. 

Commitment to employees: The Company takes responsibility of employee care seriously. People 
depend on the Company. The Company promises transparent review and reward process, reliable 
payment, and a focus on  reward and advancement. 

“Everyone is free” – if you aren t happy here, we ll help you get happy elsewhere.
Be good. Don t be evil. Maintain a strong vision. Take care of the team. Commit to quality.

The pleasure of work should be in the work, not only in the end product.



Process
Process allows us to be creative.

• Clearly defined process for everything

• Heavy rotation meetings drive process

• A’s & O’s (weekly for every department)

• Task tracking and individual accountability

• Simple, fail-proof tools
– Bugzilla (Deskzilla), Perforce, Wiki, WIP design

• Clear task assignments, priorities, scheduling

• Accountability for everything





Meetings Drive Production

Just enough meetings with just enough people.

• Monday – all hands, level review, APB
• Tuesday – design, tech, sound, level art
• Wednesday – level review, animators
• Thursday – art, programmers
• Friday – animation, level review

• Monthly “WTF”
• Clock of DOOM!





Design & Production
A Democratic Dictatorship.

• Western design leads

• Driven by requirements

• Design group:

– Creative / 
Development / Art 
Directors

– Producers

– Writer

• Supported by Concept



Concept Art
The headwater (河源)of production.

• Western ADs

• Internal core + work for hire

• Design drives asset lists

• Asset lists drive concept art

• Concept art drives outsource



Outsource
Key to a small, agile internal development team.

• 99% outsource reliance drives safeguards
• Near-sourcing eliminates common problems
• Blended approach (multiple vendors)
• Focus on quality, reliability and cost
• Well established pipeline (3rd generation)



Tech
Work with constraints and existing tech, not against.

• Three leads (best of class in China)

• Tasks generated by design requests

• Nightly builds (+QA approval)

• Distributed skills



Animation
A high touch, high emotion discipline.

• Core team of hand animators (best of class in China)
• Augmented by local motion capture (outsourced)
• Higher fidelity through roto-scoping, costuming



Level Design, art, tech
Where the rubber meets the road.

• “Pod” structure (LLD, LD, LA)
• Rapid iteration process
• Bi-directional design loop
• Internal 3D Artists (the 1% “real art”)
• Tech Artists (effects, particles, magic)



Sound
50% of the entertainment experience.

• Western trained Sound Director/composer

• Internal sound facilities

• Outsourced “special” VO, star composers

Fall - Short Hatter Tense



Operations
Employees first.

• Driven by employee needs

• Process, full accountability

• Multi-cultural “services”

• Closely integrated with studio 
(family)

• Emphasis on quality of life, 
individual improvement

• NO overtime, crunch
– 8 hr work days

– 5 days per week

– “nice weather” days

2009 Outlook
Project/Studio Related (Healthy Projects)
•Clear assignment of goals and roles 
•Clear understanding of value contributed 
•Clear understanding of return on investment (to individuals)

Studio growth for coming year (new hires, projects)
•New studio plans
•Individual Improvements (Healthy Employees)
•Continued learning 
•Flexible hours 
•Mandatory relaxation / study 
•Mental/Physical Health

Achieving Individual Goals (Empowered Employees) 
•Understanding of goals (state them!) 
•Goal timelines (roadmaps, schedules, dependencies to produce results)
•Goal tools (loaner consoles, game library, book library, learning 
subsidies)
•Aligning company goals with individual goals (internal teachers, 
financial mechanisms) 

Office Improvements (Healthy Environment) 
•Ways to be more effective and efficient (seating plans, time sinks)? 
•Current distractions or annoyances (noise, email, web, pollution)?
•Tools we could use to work better?
•Methods we could use to work better (better meetings, face-to-face)? 
•Furniture, decoration, environment to improve (chairs, desks, lights)? 
•Hygiene, sanitation, physical influences? 

Getting to/From Work (Easy Transportation)
•Shared or pooled transport 
•Transport incentives or subsidies 
•Bike/e-scooter allowances 

HR/Payroll (Healthy Operations) 
•Review process
•HR in general 
•Payroll processing 



Studio



Conway’s Law

• First projects are critical

• Changing an existing team is difficult

– burn it down

• Trust in change

– allow environment and project to shape

• Don’t force assumptions and fears on formation

Conway's Law: Any piece of software 
reflects the organizational structure 
that produced it. Vice-versa, the 
organization structure reflects the 
software it developed. 



Xiao is Hao

Alice 2 Core Team

• 6 production directors
• 6 development directors
• 6 animators 
• 12 tech
• 11 level design
• 8 concept art
• 5 tech art
• 1 sound assistant
• 1 testing assistant
• 56 core development team

Smaller teams building similar content 
with fewer total man hours.

Smaller teams are more efficient 
"combinatorics teaches: as number of 
agents involved in a process increases, 
the communication links between those 
agents increases exponentially -
allowing for potentially N(x) 
communication-link breakdown."

• Lower cost
• Better Communication
• Clearer responsibilities
• Less “by-stander” problem
• 10 is the optimum number
• Trust & Communication are still issues



Rules for China
There are few rules exclusive to China, none have to do 

with business – all have to do with the individual.

• Ride a bike, walk – EXPLORE!
• Build something with your hands
• Live IN the city (cook, learn, seek)

– BaoShan, Beijing Lu,Construction Markets
– Factories, villages, farm houses
– Eat, drink something new (Baijiu!)

• Speak the language (talk to people!)
• Have a sense of humor, be flexible
• Embrace Mafan – GROW! 



Embrace Mafan
Don't waste a good crisis!

• Get everyone on board, talk to the employees
• Be honest with employees. 

– Don't sugar coat. 
– Emotional connection is key

• Use crisis to create change
• Communicate the changes (short-term & long-term)
• Make individuals understand their unique role in the 

change
• Have a very clear plan for how to change

– Usually turns into more process



Rules in General

Be human, act humanely.

• Don't try to solve problems with money

• The larger a company grows the more likely 
you are to treat human beings like objects

• Stop growing when too big to know 
everyone’s story

• Judge slowly - people are hurting & 
struggling in ways that we cannot see

• Worry is a wasted emotion – Don’t worry!








