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executive 
summary 
Introduction
The South African game development ecosystem is starting to attract the atten-
tion of a variety of stakeholders ranging from the Government to international 
investors. Many have the desire to implement interventions to assist the local 
ecosystem to grow by accelerating company growth and allowing new entrants 
to get into the market. However, there have been questions regarding the form 
these interventions should take.

It is critical to have a thorough understanding of what the ecosystem currently 
looks like, what the ecosystem should be striving for and the barriers prevent-
ing the ecosystem from achieving these goals. This will offer insight into the 
best design interventions.
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This research project has been commissioned to provide the 
following:

• An understanding of the current status of the games industry 
by conducting a baseline study of the major participants in the 
industry.

• Case studies on other game development jurisdictions to pro-
vide benchmarks and to give insight into possible strategies and 
objectives 

• A gap analysis on the baseline study against findings from the 
case studies to determine priority indicators to build a strategy 
around.

• Recommendations for a strategy to follow to drive growth in 
the industry. 

Base Lines Study and Mapping Exercise

The research team was tasked to deliver the following delivera-
bles as part of the baseline study and mapping exercise:

• A Directory of current studios and stakeholders relevant to the 
Interactive Entertainment industries in South Africa.

• An Industry Survey Report that lists the critical information 
about studios. 

• An Industry Survey Report that lists the critical information 
about individuals working in the games industry.

Responses from studios were generally poor, and due to time 
and funding limitations, additional research was not conducted. 
Fortunately, the largest studios in the industry did provide 
responses and additional interviews conducted with them allowed 
the researchers to compile the data and make some inferences 
about studio culture. Desktop research was conducted to ascer-
tain additional information on studios that failed to respond to 
requests for interviews or fill in the survey questions. 

Key findings from the baseline study include:

There are an estimated 60 studios active in the industry currently. 
The majority of these are microenterprises comprising less than 
five people. The majority of these microenterprises do not employ 
anyone and are comprised solely of their founders. Similarly, these 
microenterprises are not active commercial enterprises as they 
have no cash flow and do not provide any form of employment.

Of the 60 studios in the country, only six appear to employ more 
than 10 people. These larger studios also account for the majority 
of the revenue derived by developers and account for the vast 
majority of formal employment in the sector.

Cape Town and Johannesburg remain the hubs for the industry 
with the majority of studios and commercial activity happening in 
these cities

The pandemic and the rise of “work-from-home” both locally and 
internationally has seen a dramatic increase in local developers 
finding employment for international entities.

The majority of the large studios do little to no work in the mobile 
sector, with console and PC being the platforms responsible for 
the majority of their revenue. This is especially true for entities that 
are developing games for the entertainment market. Services-
based companies did some mobile work, but no company had 
built itself upon mobile work nor generated their revenue streams 
exclusively from this. 

From the census we derived the following statistics:

• Most of the workforce (57%) are employed in development/
programming work.

• Because studios are small, people often fulfil multiple roles in 
their studios. This suggests that to find employment in the in-
dustry one must have multiple competencies.

• The industry is starting to show signs of maturity in its work-
force, with over 21% of the workforce having more than 10 
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years of experience.

• Two-thirds of the workforce are 35 years old or younger.

• 82% of the workforce is “white”.

• 83% of the workforce identifies as “male”.

• 94% of the workforce is South African.

Compared to historical data, there has been a slight improvement 
in the number of non-whites and females employed in the indus-
try, but the bulk of this transformation is found only in the larger 
studios. The majority of the microenterprises remain comprised 
of only white males.

An inference from the data suggests that studios that are sustain-
able and create actual employment are driving transformation 
and growth. Microenterprises seem to stagnate or close within a 
few years. 

Case Studies
Case Studies focusing on the development and growth of game 
ecosystems were conducted in the following countries: Canada, 
France, the United Kingdom, Brazil, India, Poland, Nigeria and 
Kenya. 

Desktop research on scholarly articles, industry reports and inter-
views with key stakeholders from the respective countries were 
conducted to get a better understanding of how the game devel-
opment industries in those countries started and what factors if 
any, led to their success and growth.

The counties were grouped into the following categories to 
allow commonalities to be found:
• Developed Countries (Canada, France, the United Kingdom)

• Developing Countries (Brazil, India and Poland)

• African Countries (Nigeria and Kenya)

Some commonalities found in the categories are listed below:

Developed Countries

• Diversity and inclusivity are driving forces in developed coun-
tries that are looking to transform their industries.

• Games as a service are on the increase, both for consumers and 
developers.

• Three to five year-year plans in place for their respective game 
industries to implement. Plans are developed by local trade bod-
ies and then implemented by the government. This highlights 
the importance of industry and government collaboration. 

• The games industry receives extensive support from the nation-
al and local governments, and this support is often identified as 
a critical component of the industries success.

• The industries in these countries are very mature, populated by 
large studios who have been around for a very long time.

Developing Countries

• The economic climate of these countries prevented them from 
establishing industries sooner, however, widespread piracy al-
lowed consumers to participate, which in turn led to the growth 
of game development in their countries. This suggests a soft 
link between the size of the consumer market and the emer-
gence of a development industry.

• Early pioneers in the game development industry were primari-
ly motivated by passion rather than commercial gain or viability. 

• Local investment in the video game industry is critical to kick 
start its growth.

• Growth has been stifled to a degree by a lack of access to local 
high-level skills resulting in the need to import skills from other 
jurisdictions, as it is cheaper to import skills than to upskill the 
local talent/own workforce.

• In at least one of the countries examined, government support 
has been critical to its growth.
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African Countries

• Both Nigeria and Kenya have adopted a regional approach to 
growing their development industries, where they strive to 
be the epicentres of game development in their respective 
industries.

• A huge focus on mobile games both from a consumer and de-
veloper perspective.

• A lack of a cohesive or central community or data cataloguing 
often means the broader community doesn’t know what is go-
ing on, which leads to a disjointed and uncoordinated approach.

• Mobile Network Operators have played a pivotal role in devel-
oping the local ecosystems thus far.

• Games Development is primarily self-funded.

• Similar to South Africa, the majority of the studios are microen-
terprises, with very few of them being commercially active. The 
majority of jobs and revenue is derived from a small set of “larg-
er” studios. 

Gap Analysis
In examining the case studies and supplementing them with addi-
tional interviews, both with local and international stakeholders, 
the research team determined 8 key indicators to use as a meas-
ure of the “health” of the ecosystem. The Gap Analysis focused on 
these indicators and tried to determine how well the current South 
African Ecosystem measures up in terms of these indicators and 
investigated potential actions that could be taken to improve on 
them.  Additionally, research was conducted on the role of game 
development for mobile platforms could hold for the industry as 
well as any challenges that local developers may face.

The 8 Key Indicators identified are:

1. Large/Anchor Studios
2. Local investment
3. Access
4. Clusters
5. Government Participation
6. Skills
7. Industry Body/Lobby Group
8. Comprehensive data and ongoing research 

Generally speaking, South Africa ranked poorly on all the key 
indicators. The presence of Large (or what in some jurisdictions 
are referred to as “Anchor”) studios was identified as the most 
important indicator of a healthy industry, and the one indicator 
that should be prioritised in the strategy. This was done because 
it either had an overwhelmingly positive effect on all seven of 
the other indicators, or it was also one of the easiest indicators to 
measure. However, the presence of large studios was also reliant 
on at least 3 of the other indicators (namely, Local Investment, 
Government Participation and Skills) which suggests that the 
strategy must focus on these elements in parallel if the goal of 
having more large studios in the country is to be realised. 

Looking at the indicators separately we find the following gaps:

Large/Anchor Studios

There appears to be no commercial benefit to scaling or grow-
ing a game development studio in the country. Looking at the 
existing “large” studios, over 80% had or were in the process of 
moving some or all of their operations outside of the country. 
Ease of doing business, access to funding and skills, and a restric-
tive policy environment were the most common factors listed as 
reasons to move operations off-shore. 
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Local Investment

Based on the research, only a single studio had received funding 
from a local source. While research indicates that there appear 
to be ample opportunities for local studios to receive company 
investment, very few were in a position to capitalise on these 
opportunities. This was due to a misalignment between what 
investors are looking for and what the studios are offering or 
because the founders themselves were not looking for studio 
investment. Several studios had reported on receiving funding 
for projects, but all of it came from foreign sources, and no local 
sources existed.  

Access

“Access” was the term used to describe how easy it is for indi-
viduals to join the industry, either through starting their own 
companies or through employment opportunities. In the South 
African context, access viewed through the lens of race and 
gender is especially important given the huge racial and gender 
skew observed in the industry. From an employment perspective, 
the biggest barrier was simply that there are very few jobs in the 
industry. Secondary issues include exposure to the industry or had 
social taboos, especially in non-white communities and that rela-
tive to other industries that employed similar skill sets, the pay was 

lower. From a founder perspective, the lack of support and the 
general risk associated with the games industry prevented many 
from setting up their own studios, with only white men having the 
privilege, social support and experience in the games industry to 
be successful founders. 

Clusters  

Several studies revealed that clustering (multiple businesses of 
the same or related industries coexisting in the same geographi-
cal space) had an exponential effect of driving growth, especially 
in the creative industries. However, the positive effects are only 
realised once a critical mass is gained. In South Africa, while the 
emerging clusters are being observed in Johannesburg and Cape 
Town, neither of these areas have reached a critical mass to real-
ise the positive benefits. 

Government Participation

Government participation through a positive policy environment 
and more directly through support (through tax incentives, grants 
or other financial incentives) was identified as a critical enabler of 
a growing industry. In South Africa, there is no formal support for 
the industry and initiatives that development studios can apply 
for are often not suitable for the business realities that studios 

face, which prevents many from using them. In addition, there 
appears to be distrust between the industry and Government 
which is hampering meaningful participation and lobbying efforts 
to enable change for the sector.

Skills

The lack of experienced, specialised skills was identified by local 
studios as the biggest factor limiting growth in the local industry. 
Because the majority of the studios in the country are microen-
terprises (and even the “large” studios are only small-to-medium 
enterprises), most employees are required to be generalists. The 
lack of opportunities for individuals to gain specialised skills in the 
domestic market was identified as a major gap and one of the bar-
riers preventing local studios from “upskilling” the relatively large 
talent pool of juniors. Local laws around visas were identified as a 
major barrier in bringing in foreign talent that could be used as a 
stop-gap to fill this shortage. 

Industry Body/Lobby Group

A formal industry/lobby group present and active in the industry 
was identified as an effective means of driving change and growth, 
especially with government and other stakeholders. While an 
industry body does exist in South Africa its effectiveness has been 
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severely hampered by a lack of funding.

Comprehensive data and ongoing research 

Accurate, reliable and up-to-date research on the status of the 
industry is essential to inform decision-makers and track any 
effective interventions. Unfortunately, very little data exists on 
the local industry and due to funding constraints, much of it tends 
to be out of date. 

Recommended Strategies
Based on the research, the following goals, focus areas and strate-
gies have been recommended by the research team. The ultimate 
goal is that efforts must be made to ensure that in the future, 
South Africa is home to many large game development studios. 
With this in mind, the strategies recommended by the research 
team are focused on how to make this a reality. The overall strat-
egy can be broken down into Short Term, Medium Term and 
Long-Term Goals. 

Short-Term Goals

Establish and empower the industry body – Interactive 

Entertainment South Africa (IESA) nominally fills the role of the 
industry body, however, it is severely underfunded, understaffed 
and lacks a mandate from many of the participants in the indus-
try. Despite this, it has already made some gains and connections 
in the industry, so it makes sense to build off the base it has estab-
lished. The first task to be undertaken with urgency is to empower 
IESA to be more effective and build off the base it has already 
established.  

Get better at telling our story – The industry needs to get better 
at showing off and promoting the success and wins it makes. This 
will help contextualise the viability of the industry when engaging 
with other stakeholders but also goes a long way in “normalis-
ing” the industry in the common discourse. This will start to make 
inroads into the game industry as one where one can get a “real” 
job and where one can legitimately pursue a career. This will also 
start making a case for local investment which will be essential for 
local businesses to scale.

Develop a social compact – Critical to the medium-term goals is 
the industry getting its “own house in order”. Ideally, the industry 
should be leading the development of a medium and long term 
plan, backed by data, that has the support of critical stakehold-
ers to present to the Government. Part of this goal must be to 
develop a framework for third-party stakeholders to “plugin” to 

the industry development pipeline to help new studios as they 
progress through the journey to sustainability and growth.

Seed the ecosystem with potential new founders that have the 
support to fail sustainability – We know that the path to more 
diverse ownership is through diverse employment, but in the 
short term this poses a significant problem. There are simply not 
enough studios of sufficient size to employ new graduates. Since 
we cannot wait for the ecosystem to grow we need to create “sur-
rogate” employers to fill this gap. If these efforts are focused on 
non-white groups, it will lead to more non-white founders being 
able to sustainably and successfully establish businesses in the 
industry.

Medium-Term Goals

Government participation – With a strong foundation in place 
and a united industry and body of stakeholders ready,  the pro-
cess to re-establish connections with Government can proceed. 
Each of the items below is its own medium terms objective, but 
we will deal with it in summary, and on the assumption that they 
will be followed in order:

1. Identify a champion – A high-level political figure needs to 
be identified and lobbied to be the appointed champion of 
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the industry agenda. This person will be responsible in part 
to ensure there is sufficient drive within the government to 
pursue and implement the agenda and strategy as presented 
by the industry.

2. Department/Agency owner – Once the champion is iden-
tified, a suitable agency or department that falls within the 
champions sphere of influence needs to be identified as the 
“owner” of the industry development. Engagement can then 
proceed to craft a more sophisticated intervention/incentive 
program for Government to deliver on.

3. Incentives and initiatives – This should happen concurrently, 
with the assistance of the champion’s efforts to lobby for 
policy change, primarily around “barrier” removal. For now, 
the role of the Government should be seen to foster growth 
as opposed to directly incentivising specific behaviour.

Studio Development – In addition to improving relationships with 
the government, the industry with its stakeholder partners must 
take steps to start achieving its goals of producing more medi-
um-sized enterprises. The following strategies are suggested to 
assist incumbents and experienced new founders to achieve this:

1. Identify incumbents for growth and potential exit – A pro-
cess must be undertaken to identify which studios are geared 
for growth and assist them in planning for an eventual exit 

or mass growth. Not all teams will be suitable, and most will 
require some form of training or support.

2. Enable/Support co-production – Industry must actively 
increase its engagement with foreign studios, especially 
around its own IP production to ensure that it gets exposed 
to the specialised skills and networks required for it to scale 
accordingly. International government partners will be essen-
tial to help formulate and implement these agreements

3. Bring the turtles home – Several South Africans are working 
abroad with experience in large studios. The industry with the 
support of its stakeholder partners needs to identify how best 
to attract these “turtles” to come home and establish studios 
here.

4. Get foreign studios to establish offices here – Following 
from the co-production, and provided there is a sufficient” 
skills pipeline”e in place, steps should be investigated that 
would see medium or large-sized foreign studios establish a 
footprint on the continent, with the caveat that these should 
be small or medium enterprises and not a large entity.

5. Unlock local investment – The industry with assistance from 
its stakeholder partners needs to engage with local inves-
tors and large corporates to unlock local investment to drive 
growth and scaling in the previously identified studios. Linked 
to this will be encouraging non-endemic founders to set up 
game development studios.

Skills Development – The studio development goals are predi-
cated on sufficient talent and skills being available to drive the 
growth in the local studios. This can be done in the short-term 
by improving access to foreign skills and in the longer-term by 
improving capabilities to meet demand:

1. Residencies – Existing educational institutions should part-
ner with foreign agencies, studios and other institutions to 
organise skills exchange and residencies. Provided that there 
is a requirement that the beneficiaries are required to return 
home and work in their domestic industry for some time, this 
will help ensure that high-quality, specialised talent is seeded 
into the domestic industry. 

2. Import Foreign Skills – In the interim, while our own skill sets 
are developed, studios will likely need to import talent or hire 
remote workers to fill the gap. Steps should be taken to reverse 
the trend of local studios offshoring to fill their skill deficit, 
and coupled with this, local skills that are being employed by 
foreign enterprises should be encouraged to “give back” to 
the local industry in a structured way. Local community initia-
tives and events will be critical to fostering this engagement. 

3. Improved skills development pipeline – To see sustained 
growth, the industry cannot be reliant on wholly importing 
talent. Working with Academia, the industry must assist in the 
development of a curriculum and ensure that graduates with 
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the right skills are available to feed the growth required. 
Part of this is ensuring that a diverse set of people are 
entering the pipeline. This will likely require bursary sup-
port and outreach programs from the industry.

Long Term

Establishment of large studios – With a strong, sustainable 
and diverse ecosystem to build from, the local industry is 
ready for its first large studios to emerge, either through an 
exit of one of the incumbents, the organic growth of one of 
the incumbents or an international studio establishing itself 
in the country.
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chapter 01
Proposed Strategy for the Game Development Industry

introduction

The primary outcome of the research conducted was to develop 
a broad strategy for the South African games development 
industry. In this chapter, we will outline the method by which 
we developed the strategy, briefly consider important factors 
about the local ecosystem before finally making recommen-
dations on short, medium and long-term actions that should 
be taken to realise the strategy and the outcome envisioned.

01
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key indicators

By establishing a baseline to understand where 
the current ecosystem is, and investigating what 
other ecosystems have done to find success, we 
have determined 8 key indicators that should be 
used to measure the “health” of the ecosystem. 
These indicators are also very useful to set goals 
to and give guidance on how these goals could 
be achieved. In the following chapter, we go into 
an in-depth discussion of why these indicators 
were chosen, how well the current South African 
Ecosystem currently measures up in terms of these 
indicators and potential actions that could be 
taken to improve on them. However, a summary 
is presented here to give context to the strategy 
recommendations.

The 8 Key Indicators identified to benchmark and 
develop a strategy around are:

01

02

04

06

03

05

07

08

Large/Anchor Studios 
i.e. The number of large studios present in the ecosystem.

Access 
i.e. How easy is it for targeted groups to find employment in the industry?

Government Participation
i.e. How active is the Government is supporting the industry?

Industry Body/Lobby Group 
i.e. Is there a central body to represent the interests of the industry and how 
effective is it?

Skills 
i.e. How well established is the pipeline for providing the needed skills into the industry?

Comprehensive data and ongoing research 
i.e. How much data exists on the performance of the industry and how often is it 
updated?

Local investment 
i.e. How much investment from local sources is present in the ecosystem?

Clusters 
i.e. How many geographic areas exist with significant economic activity in the industry?
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Consideration: 

Animation and Games need to be decoupled

There is a noticeable trend, especially when dealing with the public sector, for the animation and games 
industry to be coupled together and treated as a single entity. What the research has clearly shown is that 
while the animation and games industries have many things in common and often compliment each other 
or work with each other, they are still different industries and have unique challenges, opportunities and 
pipelines. To this end, we need to start treating them as such and develop separate strategies for them. To 
this end, this document and the vision, goals and recommendations only deal with the game development 
industry.

Consideration: 
Large Studios are the ultimate goal, but medium studios are how we get there.

The research has shown that the biggest indicator of a successful ecosystem and the most effective means 
of growing an ecosystem is to have large studios operating in the ecosystem. However, a single large studio 
introduced to an ecosystem that is not ready for it tends to lead to instability, especially if the large studio 
has insufficient reason to stay in the ecosystem in the long term. We need to ensure that the ecosystem is 
ready to receive or grow its own large studios. As such, the strategy for the ecosystem has been devised with 
this ultimate goal in mind: how do we get more medium-sized studios active in the ecosystem, so that large 
studios can become a reality in a sustainable manner? 

Consideration: 
Microenterprises are exclusionary and stifle growth

The research has shown that sustainable growth cannot be built off a base of microenterprises, rather microen-
terprises can only be sustained where there are larger players in the ecosystem. In the South African context, 
microenterprises are also inherently anti-transformative and exclusionary (mainly due to the societal and 
structural issues and forces in play in South Africa, but also largely in part due to the commercial realities of 
game development). Incentives and interventions that will lead to the formation of microenterprises that 
will not, or cannot scale to small and medium enterprises quickly, should be avoided. 

01

02

03

strategic 
considerations 
and constraints

When developing the vision, goals and actions to 
be taken the researchers had to factor in some spe-
cific elements, nuances and realities of the local 
ecosystem. We list and discuss these factors below 
as they are significant in how the research team 
formulated the strategy and recommended goals.
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Consideration: 

Employment leads to sustainable ownership in the long term

Data suggests that the most effective way to increase the diversity of ownership (i.e. more people of colour 
and women) in a sustainable way that leads to long term entrenchment in the ecosystem is through ensuring 
that the employee makeup is sufficiently diverse and that those diverse employees are empowered to rise 
up to senior positions. For South Africa specifically, therefore, the most effective way in the long term to 
increase black ownership is to encourage black employment and ensure that black employees are able to rise 
to senior positions in the organisation. Incentives with the specific goal of transforming the industry should 
therefore be prioritising increasing diversity in employment before diversity in ownership.

Consideration: 

Focus on growing clusters to critical capacity

The research has shown that creative industries tend to flourish when there is a lot of activity in that indus-
try in a common geographical area. Real returns and benefits to this activity are only actually achieved once 
there is a sufficient critical mass of activity happening. Thus, any incentives and endeavours should focus on 
the areas where there is already activity before looking to expand into new geographic areas.

04

05

strategic 
considerations 
and constraints
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06
Constraint: 

Role of Government

The case studies and stakeholder interviews have shown that Government support is absolutely critical for 
the long term success of the industry, especially if we want the local industry to be able to compete globally. 
However, the reality is that the South African Government faces several constraints which will limit its ability 
to play a significant role in developing the industry at this stage. In our engagements with the public sector, 
it has become readily apparent that the Government has significant financial constraints, and specifically no 
new “funding” will be made available for industry support, especially for a nascent industry like game devel-
opment. Whatever funding is made available will have to be redirected from existing programs. This is further 
complicated by the fact no particular Government department or agency can truly claim to have “ownership” 
of the games development industry which makes lobbying for change challenging but also means there is no 
“champion” within Government to drive the change necessary. Lastly, there has been a breakdown in trust 
between key stakeholders in the industry and Government that will need to be repaired.

However, through the research, we have learned that a cluster of Government departments all have an interest 
in the ecosystem and have been tasked with developing a new master plan for the creative industries as a 
whole, which game development falls into. This multiplicity and spread over multiple departments could be 
hugely advantageous if the different departments are effectively aligned and can act constructively within 
their domains on the basis of an overarching vision.

With this in mind, development and implementation of the strategy will need to be led by industry. Govern-
ment, while in theory a willing partner, has numerous issues that will make relying on it and its interventions 
a risky proposal. As such, the strategy, its formulation and implementation need to be done in a manner that 
is not reliant on Government support, or where it is, that the support does not relate to critical components 
of the strategy, at least in the short term.

strategic 
considerations 
and constraints
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When developing a strategy it is important to have a clear vision of what success will look like 
and have clear measurable goals that can be worked towards. With this in mind, the researchers 
have crafted the following vision statement based on interviews with key stakeholders within the 
industry.

We want South Africa to be the leading game development hub on the African continent. The 
industry will be in charge of its own development and growth path, supported by key stakeholders 
like the Government and Academia. The industry will have a diverse makeup of studios creating 
unique intellectual properties and providing world-class services to the global ecosystem. The 
industry will be inclusive and diverse in terms of its ownership and employee base. Lastly, the 
industry will not be reliant on a single entity (internal or external) to ensure its viability.

With this vision in mind the researchers propose that the vision will be realised, or at least be sub-
stantially on its way to being realised if the following goals are achieved:

• 25 Studios employing at least 50 people in 10 years.

• 50% + Black-owned studios in 10 years.

• A significant number of studios are developing their own IP at a large scale.

vision
and goals

We want South Africa to be the leading game develop-
ment hub on the African continent. The industry will 
be in charge of its own development and growth path, 
supported by key stakeholders like the Government and 
Academia. The industry will have a diverse makeup of 
studios creating unique intellectual properties and pro-
viding world-class services to the global ecosystem. 

The industry will be inclusive and diverse in terms of its 
ownership and employee base. 

Lastly, the industry will not be reliant on a single entity 
(internal or external) to ensure its viability.
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Establish and Empower the industry body: 

Interactive Entertainment South Africa  (IESA) nominally fills the role of the industry body, however, it is 
severely underfunded, understaffed and lacks a mandate from a lot of the participants in the industry. Despite 
this, it has already made some gains and connections in the industry so it makes sense to build off the base 
it has established.1

The first task to be undertaken with urgency is to empower an industry body (either IESA or some new body) 
to be more effective and drive the changes required as outlined in this document. 

RECOMMENDATIONS: 
• Ensure governance is in place - The body needs to formalise its board and governing structure with a mind 

to expansion.

• Expand membership base - The body should look to expand its mandate and membership base. It should 
look to co-opt distributors, publishers (local and international)  as well as possible e-sports organisations and 
other related stakeholders to give it the membership base and financial stability to undertake its mandate.

• Explore funding opportunities - Additional funding methodologies should be explored (events/festivals/
awards etc.).

1 One of the members of the research team, Nicholas Hall is currently the sitting chair of IESA.

01

strategy

SHORT TERM 

The following short-term goals are expected to be realised within a 1 to 2-year time frame.
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Get Better at telling our story: 

The industry needs to get better at showing off and promoting its successes and wins. This will help con-
textualise the viability of the industry when engaging with other stakeholders, but also goes a long way to 
“normalise” the industry in the common discourse. This will start to make inroads into the game industry 
being seen as a “real” job where one can legitimately pursue a career. This will also start making a case for 
local investment which will be essential for local businesses to scale.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• Improve PR - Existing successes in the local ecosystem must be talked about more and ensure that criti-
cal stakeholders are aware of them. A concerted PR campaign, ideally led by the industry body, should be 
embarked on to promote the local players in the industry and their achievements, and to share future suc-
cesses as they happen.

Develop a social compact:

Critical to the medium-term goals is the industry getting its “own house” in order. Ideally Industry should be 
leading the development of a medium and long-term plan, backed by data and that has the support of critical 
stakeholders to present to the Government, a so-called “Social Compact”. A critical part of the social com-
pact will be the development of a framework for 3rd party stakeholders (including the multiple Government 
departments that each have a part to play) to “plug in” to the industry development plan that allows them to 
leverage their particular expertise.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• Develop a Social Compact - The industry body should lead the development of the social compact involving 
all the critical, non-Governmental stakeholders to present a unified plan to the Government to start bring-
ing them back on board and rebuild trust between Government and industry. 

• Develop a framework - A framework should be developed that will enable 3rd parties to participate in 
the industry development, especially in the short term where Government initiatives would usually be. 
Not only does this ensure that all efforts will be aligned to the overall long term plan, but people making 
investments into the industry can be assured that their efforts are integrated into a broader framework 
with other stakeholders.

02
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strategy

SHORT TERM

SHORT TERM 

The following short-term goals are expected to 
realised within a 1 to 2-year time frame.
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Seed the ecosystem with potential new founders:

While it is recognised that the path to more diverse ownership is through diverse employment in the long 
term, in the short term starting this process will face some difficulties. Simply put there are not enough 
studios of sufficient size to employ new entrants into the industry to start them on the road to becoming 
suitable founders. Since we cannot wait for the ecosystem, to grow we need to create “surrogate employers” 
to fill this gap in the short and medium-term so that the transformation agenda will not be unduly delayed 
at scale. 

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• Alternative employment schemes - Collectives, partnerships, residencies and accelerators guided by the 
framework and social compact can be established to create surrogate employment platforms that will 
accelerate this process and allow the medium term to be “seeded” with sufficiently experienced “found-
ers” to drive transformation in a sustainable way. These interventions should be designed to allow on the 
job training and skill development, foster specialisation and have ample room to fail. Ideally, these inter-
ventions should be funded in a manner that does not necessarily require their outputs to be commercially 
viable. 

04
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Improve Government participation: 

With a strong foundation in place and a united industry and body of stakeholders ready to engage,  the pro-
cess to start re-establishing connections with the Government can proceed.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• Identify a Champion - A high-level political figure needs to be identified and lobbied to be the appointed 
champion of the industry agenda. This person will be responsible in part to ensure there is sufficient drive 
within Government to pursue and implement the agenda and strategy as presented by the industry.

• Department/Agency Owner - Once the champion is identified, a suitable agency or department that falls 
within the champion’s sphere of influence needs to be identified as the “owner” of the industry devel-
opment. Engagements can then proceed to start crafting a more sophisticated intervention/incentive 
program for the Government to deliver on.

• Incentives and initiatives - While this is happening, and with the assistance of the champion’s efforts to 
lobby for policy change can begin, primarily around “barrier” removal. For now, the role of Government 
should be seen to foster growth as opposed to directly incentivising specific behaviour.

01

strategy

MEDIUM TERM

MEDIUM TERM 

The following medium-term goals are expected to 
be realised within a 3 to 10-year time frame.
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Studio Development:

In addition to improving relationships with the Government, the industry with its stakeholder partners must 
take steps to start achieving its goals of producing more medium-size enterprises. 

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• Identify incumbents for growth and potential exit - A process must be undertaken to identify which studios 
are geared for growth and assist them in planning for an eventual exit or mass growth. Not all teams will 
be suitable, and most will require some form of training or support.

• Enable Co-production - Industry must actively seek to increase its engagement with foreign studios, espe-
cially around its own IP production to ensure that it gets exposed to the specialised skills and networks 
required for it to scale accordingly. International government partners will be essential to help formulate 
and implement these agreements.

• Bring the turtles home - There are a number of South Africans working abroad with a vast amount of expe-
rience in large studios. The industry with the support of its stakeholder partners needs to identify how 
best to attract these “turtles” to come home and establish studios here.

• Encourage foreign studios - Following from the co-production, and provided there is a sufficient skills pipe-
line in place, steps should be investigated that would see medium or large-sized foreign studios establish 
a footprint on the continent, with the caveat that these should be medium or small enterprises, and not a 
large entity as the ecosystem would not yet be ready to receive it without seriously destabilising the exist-
ing ecosystem.

• Unlock local investment - Industry with the assistance from its stakeholder needs to start engaging with local 
investors and large corporations to unlock local investment to drive growth and scaling in the previously 
identified studios. Linked to this will be encouraging non-endemic founders to set up game development 
studios or game development related businesses.

02
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Skills Development:

Efforts to increase studio size need to be matched with efforts to ensure sufficient skills are available to 
enable growth. This can be done in the short term by improving access to foreign skills and in the longer term 
improving our own capabilities to meet demand.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• Residencies - Existing educational institutions should look to partner with foreign agencies, studios and 
other institutions to organise skills exchanges and residencies. Provided that this is tied with a requirement 
that the beneficiaries are required to return home and work in their domestic industry for some time, this 
will help ensure high quality, specialised talent is seeded into the domestic industry.

• Import Foreign Skills - In the immediate term while our own skill sets are developed studios will likely need 
to import talent or hire “remote” workers to fill the gap. Steps should be taken to try to reverse the trend 
of local studios offshoring to fill their skill deficit, and coupled with this local skills that are being employed 
by foreign enterprises should be encouraged to “give back” to the local industry in a structured way. Local 
community initiatives and events will be critical to fostering this engagement.

• Improved skills development pipeline - To see sustained growth, the industry cannot be reliant on wholly 
importing talent. Working with academia, industry must help develop a curriculum and ensure that gradu-
ates with the right skills are available to feed the growth required. Part of this is also ensuring that a diverse 
set of people are entering the pipeline and this will likely require bursary support and outreach programs 
from the industry.

03
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Establishment of large studios: 

With a strong, sustainable and diverse ecosystem to build off the local industry is ready for its first large 
studios to emerge, either through an exit of one of the incumbents, the organic growth of one of the incum-
bents or a major international studio establishing itself.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• With a track record of success, strengthened partnerships and a clear agenda, the industry will be in a good 
position to help negotiate and shepherd the necessary policy and political process to give effect to multi-
ple large studios being established. 

Research and Data collection: 

Enriched and continuous data sets will allow the industry to make the correct decisions and make changes to 
the strategy as necessary.

RECOMMENDATIONS:

• Annual industry surveys - Annual surveys should be conducted to monitor the progress and change in the 
industry makeup to determine if interventions implemented have been effective;

• Academic Research - Additional research into specific issues identified in this report or that may be uncov-
ered later on will allow stakeholders to make informed decisions on how to deal with problems that may 
arise. 

01

01

LONG TERM 

The short and medium-term goals lay a strong foundation 
for a robust ecosystem and mature industry. With these 
fundamentals in place, the overall goal of seeing large 
studios establishing themselves can finally come to pass 
in a way that will not destabilise the ecosystem and 
ensure that the large studios remain in the country for a 
long term period.

ONGOING

During the short, medium and long term, continuous 
research into the state of the industry must take place to 
ensure that goals are being reached and potential issues 
are identified and dealt with. 

strategy
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chapter 02
Key Indicators and Gap Analysis

introduction

The strategy and recommendations made in the first chapter 
are based on an analysis of the eight key indicators identified 
by the research team of a game development ecosystem’s 
health. These indicators were identified by common elements 
found in the case studies and verified in follow-up interviews 
with several stakeholders. This chapter goes into an in-depth 
study of each of these indicators, along with discussions on 
why they are important, and currently how the South African 
ecosystem fares.-

02
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The importance of mobile game development both for Africa as a consumer market and internationally as a 
driver of the global industries growth cannot be understated. Internationally it is estimated that mobile games 
will account for 52% of the global games market, some US$90.7Bn.1 Exact numbers for the value of the mobile 
gaming market in Africa have been difficult to find, but several reports (and interviews with stakeholders active 
in the sector)2 verify that mobile games are the most popular gaming platform on the continent. Indeed sev-
eral sources have indicated that South Africa has the fastest growing mobile gaming market in the world, citing 
online analytic platforms like App Annie.3 While the growth may be good, it is likely that it is growing from a very 
small base. In absolute terms the African continent is still the smallest game market globally.4

Despite this, South African studios have traditionally stayed away from mobile as a development platform. It is 
important to understand why this is the case, especially as a mobile development studio could be a catalyst for 
major growth in the region, similarly in Brazil and India.5

First, it must be understood how mobile games monetise. It is generally accepted that there are three primary 
ways that a mobile game can be monetised. First, we will discuss the “Free-to-Play” (often shortened to “F2P”) 
models, as these are globally the most popular forms of monetisation and certainly the current biggest drivers 
of value and growth in the sector. In a F2P model, the game is made available for players to download and play 
for free. The game is monetised primarily in two distinct ways, first through in-app purchases or “IAP” (i.e. the 
game incentivises the user to spend real-world money on “in-game’ currency either to acquire aesthetic goods 
that will allow them to personalise their game experience or to purchase items that have some mechanical ben-
efit, allowing them to progress through the game faster for example). Secondly, F2P games can monetise their 
users by serving ads to them. For each ad that is shown to the user, the owner of the game will generate some 
income.6 

The second method is called “premium” and this follows the traditional model of paying a single, once-off upfront 
fee to get and play the complete game. 7

1 Global Games Market Report April 2021 (NewZoo) newzoo.com/globalgamesreport.
2 Stakeholder Interviews (2021)
3 ibid
4 Supra 2.
5 See India and Brazil Case Studies below.
6 Stakeholder
7 Stakeholder

The Role of 
Mobile Games 
and the Local Market

52% 
It is estimated that mobile games will 
account for 52% of the global games 
market , some US$90.7Bn.

“It is VERY difficult to make F2P 
games that monetises, [and also] VERY 
expensive” 
-  stakeholder
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Lastly, the “newest” form of monetisation is through subscrip-
tion services, in this case, the user will pay a monthly fee to 
access a suite of games. The owner of the game that is part 
of the subscription will usually be compensated, through a 
one-time acquisition fee, followed by annuity payments that 
depend on how popular that game is for the subscription ser-
vice. 1

It is important to note that the majority of mobile games are 
monetised through F2P mechanics. Premium mobile games, 
for all intents and purposes, have completely died, and sub-
scription services are still very new and seem to rely on 
existing well-established development houses (and their IP) 
for their content. With this in mind, we must fully understand 
how the F2P monetisation model works for local developers 
and the local consumer market.

A leading stakeholder active in the mobile space is quoted as 
saying;
 

“It is VERY difficult to make F2P games that monetise, [and 
also] VERY expensive.” 2

The same stakeholder, who is very active in the mobile space 
points out that even the “big” international studios tend to 
find a single recipe that works, and then iterate on it, very few 
have multiple “recipes”. King, the developer of Candy Crush (a 
leading mobile game internationally) was given as an example. 
Basically all their successful titles are iterations of the Candy 
Crush formula.3

1 ibid
2 ibid
3 Stakeholder

Other stakeholders have noted that despite the rest of the continent’s preference to develop for mobile, there 
are no major commercial success stories in the mobile space. This is credited primarily to no studios on the con-
tinent having found a successful recipe and is suggested that the two main reasons for this are:

1.  There is a massive gap in experience developing and designing mobile games that can monetise. 1

2.  There is no funding available for studios to engage in the sort of prolonged “exploratory” development that 
is required to find a successful “recipe.”

In essence, the current ecosystem in South Africa (and the continent as a whole) does not support the develop-
ment of commercially viable mobile games because it does not have the necessary high-level and specialised 
skills or sufficiently large bank balances to sustain the string of losses required to find a winning formula and 
then implement it. It was raised that Rovio, as an example went through 52 failed games before they arrived 
at their first commercial success Angry Birds.2

A reliance on targeting the local mobile market has also been raised by several stakeholders as a reason for the 
lack of success. While many people agree that there is potential in the African mobile game consumer market, 
unlocking that potential has been incredibly difficult thus far.3

“There is a perception that one cannot make money from users [in Africa], which we believe is false. In our opin-
ion, it is an infrastructure problem. The future is here in Africa. And if you do want in on the African market, you 
need to do it on mobile, because that is where the gamers interact. However, they are not traditional players.”4

It was pointed out that for a mobile game to be commercially successful in the African market it needs to be F2P 
and monetised through In-App-Purchases. However, it was also pointed out that “Traditional payment method-
ologies don’t work. [You] need a regional approach and acquire users relatively easily and cheaply.” This cannot 
be done with the existing international ecosystem and storefronts.5

1 There are several examples of “popular” locally made games that have found success in terms of having a large number of downloads, but have been utter failures commercially as 
they have not been able to monetise effectively.
2 Stakeholders
3 ibid
4 ibid
5 Stakeholders
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The issue of a severely immature ad market for mobile games on the continent was also raised as a problem. 
After IAP’s monetisation through ads is the second most popular way to monetise games, and in some regions 
is the most profitable. However “Ad markets for the region are still too young”. There is insufficient demand for 
ads targeting African consumers to drive up the value of the ad space, making it next to impossible to get suffi-
cient income to make a game profitable.1

Several stakeholders have identified the “hyper-casual” game market as an interesting genre for the mobile 
developers on the continent to pursue. The cheaper development cycles (and the game not needing constant 
updating and refinement) works well for small inexperienced development teams. However, it was pointed out 
that since these games rely on ads to make money it would need to focus on international markets (something 
that a lot of the developers in the broader continent seem to be averse to). Lastly, hyper-casual games require 
developers to constantly be churning out new games, most of which will not be profitable so finding a partner 
with the balance sheet to fund the development cycles and the scaling operation once a success is found is 
essential.2

In conclusion, while mobile presents a very interesting and potentially lucrative opportunity for game develop-
ers, in reality, it is more commercially viable to pursue game development on other platforms. The research team 
believes that the future of the game development industry in South Africa (and Africa as a whole) must have a 
mobile component to it, but it would be foolish to assume it will be, at least in the short term, the dominant com-
ponent. A F2P mobile studio focusing on the international market could be hugely successful, however, it will 
require sufficient backing and support to be a success. At the time of writing this report, interesting moves are 
being made to establish a viable hyper-casual sector, with the creation of the Crazy Labs accelerator in Cape Town 
being the first step. It is also noted from the Brazilian case study, that in hindsight, the Brazilian industry has 
regretted focusing solely on mobile to grow their industry. In a recent presentation at BIG (Brazil’s Independent 
Games Festival) industry veterans lamented that the focus on mobile had lead to the industry lacking long term 
relationships with major stakeholders in the broader game global ecosystem, and if they had to go through the 
process again, they would try to ensure a more balanced approach be taken.

1 Stakeholders
2 ibid

It was also emphasised that, as one stakeholder put it “Local 
content is important but not necessary” and “African gamers 
don’t want African games, they want to play the best games in 
the world.”1  This sentiment is not unique to the mobile market, 
however. Several stakeholders raised the point that an African 
“themed” game, or that fact that it was “made in Africa” are 
not unique selling points that have value – players simply don’t 
care.2 If one wants to find commercial success (internationally 
and in the local market) you have to first ensure you are making 
a world-class game. 

This can be observed if one looks at the various “regional” store-
fronts and the content acquisition strategies of those operating 
the storefronts. There is a need for high-quality content that can 
be monetised, but that content is not coming from local devel-
opers. And those local developers who are putting content on 
the platforms are now competing against high-quality games 
from international competitors who have fine-tuned monet-
isation engines and strategies, and they are simply unable to 
compete. Storefronts that only showcase local content tend to 
underperform as they don’t have sufficient quality games to 
attract a large enough user base to make the storefront viable.

One stakeholder suggested that this was due to “[an] under-ap-
preciation of the skills and capacity required to make a mobile 
game.”3 They highlighted that established mobile studios have 
specialisations around the game economy, user interface and 
user experience. These roles would be fulfilled by specialised 
individuals. However, in their experience, no one on the conti-
nent has those skills.4

1 Stakeholders
2 ibid
3 ibid
4 See the following sections on the key indicators for a more in depth look at this problem.
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Table 1: UK Company Size, Employment and Revenue Chart1 

1 Think Global, Create Local - the regional economic impact of the UK games industry, page 13 (available here: https://ukie.org.uk/resources/think-global-create-local-the-regional-econom-
ic-impact-of-the-uk-games-industry)

The Key Indicators

Large/Anchor Studios

One of the strongest indicators of a “healthy” games devel-
opment industry is the presence of numerous large studios 
employing many people. While it is true that large studios are 
often the result of a healthy ecosystem, it is also clear, as high-
lighted in several of the case studies, that the introduction of 
a large studio can also be a key driver of growth for a fledgling 
ecosystem. Large studios provide the vital role of “anchors” to 
an ecosystem, providing stability, consistency and value creation 
at a large scale.1

In established ecosystems, large studios account for most of the 
value generated by the ecosystem, as well as providing a dispro-
portionate amount of jobs compared to studios of smaller sizes. 
As an example in the United Kingdom, only 2.9% of the active 
studios employ more than 50 people, however, they account for 
57% of the jobs created and 56% of the total industry revenue 
generated. Comparatively 89% of the games companies in the 
United Kingdom employ less than 10 people but only account 
for 23% of the total jobs created and 13.7% of the total industry 
revenue. A final example to consider is that only nine of 2108 
(or 0.5%) of the studios in the United Kingdom employ over 250 
people, however, those nine studios account for 26% of the 
total industry workforce and 34% of the total industry revenue. 
Similar trends can be observed in Canada, France and Poland. 

1 Stakeholders

Company Size
(# of Employees)

1 to 9 10 to 24 25 to 49 50 to 99 100 to 249 250 +

Active Companies 1865 116 52 27 24 9

Employess 3664 1668 1692 1813 3089 4236

Total Revenue 
(in millions)

£338.70 £268.50 £472.20 £269.30 £338.70 £840.10

Avg Employees per 
Studio

2.0 14.4 32.5 67.1 128.7 470.7

Avg Revenue per 
Studio 
(in millions)

£0.18 £2.31 £9.08 £9.97 £111.68 £93.34

Avg Revenue per 
Employee 
( in millions)

£0.09 £0.16 £0.28 £0.15 £0.09 £0.20

As can be seen in the table above, larger studios tend to be able to generate more revenue per employee and the 
ability to generate more value from employees grows disproportionately as the studio size increases, especially 
when moving from microenterprises (less than 10 people employed) to Small to Medium Enterprises (employing 
more than 10 but less than 100). The benefit of larger studios is not just limited to economic activity and value 
generation. A recurring theme in stakeholder interviews and the case studies (and something born out of the 
studio census data) is that larger studios tend to be active for longer periods of time. Additionally, a studio with 
a larger employee base generally offers more stable employment opportunities and is an excellent employer 
for new entrants to the market, particularly from poorer backgrounds as it offers stable employment, reliable 
remuneration and better opportunities for mentorship, networking and growth. 
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Another important impact of larger studios on the ecosystem 
is called the “mushrooming effect.”1 It was reported that large 
studios and very large studios have the effect of spawning more 
studios overtime, and these studios tend to be SME’s or grow 
into large studios themselves. This happens as employees in 
the larger studio leave the company and decide to start their 
own. If the Large studio is also active in the local ecosystem (in 
terms of participating in industry events, knowledge sharing, 
and outsourcing work to local smaller studios) you also get a 
consolidation of several microenterprises into SME’s which fur-
ther boosts value and job creation and leads to more stability in 
the ecosystem overall. In some instances, the introduction of a 
single very large studio was sufficient to drive growth in an area 
and make the region an economic hub of activity (where pre-
viously there was none or very little), with several new SME’s 
and large studios establishing themselves. Quebec province 
in Canada provides and a good example of this effect, as illus-
trated in the graphic to the right.

Lastly, large studios also tend to lead to better skills retention 
in the ecosystem, as if new micro or small studios fail, there is 
always an opportunity to seek employment at the larger studios.

1 Stakeholder

1991

Enterprises locales

Enterprises locales “indies”

Multinationals

Acquisitions

1998

Chainsawesome Bishop

Sabotage

ALTKEY

Cathar

Mirum Du Coup

Epic Worlds

Happy camper

ArtisanBGM - BKOMVOLTAUbisoft

Beenox

Squeeze

Parabole
Genia

Cradle

GingearExobyte

Sweet Bandits

FRIMABeenox

Sarbarkan

Megatoon 
Entertainment

2000 2003 2005 2006 2008 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Polymorth

Berzerk

Empty clip

GearboxLarian

Nine Dots

Sunny Side Up

Example of ‘mushrooming’ effect taken from Quebec Epix reports.
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A common theme that came out of the interviews was the fact that there is no real commercial incentive for 
studios to establish themselves in the country, with most only having incorporated in South Africa because it 
happened to be the place where the founders currently lived, and they had no opportunity to incorporate else-
where. Others indicated that while they could incorporate elsewhere they chose to do so in South Africa due 
to some patriotic duty. We consider these “weak” links to the country (i.e. very little pressure or forces need to 
be enacted on the studio that will result in them leaving). This concern has been verified and observed in the 
Big Six. Four of the Big Six already have offshore structures and a fifth was considering setting one up. Three of 
the Big Six were considering permanently moving their operations offshore. The primary reason given for set-
ting up off-shore structures was to gain access to a more diverse and experienced skill set than could be found 
domestically. Current immigration laws and restrictions on granting work visas were cited as the main reason 
for setting up off-shore entities as this option was deemed cheaper and easier than trying to grapple with the 
local regulations. 

One stakeholder is quoted as saying “Not a single person on the games team is in Africa. All the games are 
developed in Europe. [We] will continue to hire in Europe, because that is where the skills are.”

A common secondary reason given for setting up off-shore structures was to get better access to funding, espe-
cially for “creative economy businesses.” As one stakeholder is quoted as saying “We have an [off-shore] parent 
company because that is where the funding is [...] Even though our operations focus on Africa as a market, and 
we tried really hard to raise funds in South Africa (we went to everyone!) we couldn’t get anything from the conti-
nent”. The same stakeholder further commented that none of the investments into the company had originated 
from the continent and further that they had only been able to receive the investments they did get because of 
their off-shore structure and foreign head office.

Another stakeholder observed that the key to growth and sustainability was the ability to move away from 
a pure “selling time” business model and to one where annuity income from IP was possible. However, they 
commented, “The South African regulatory environment doesn’t sustain this, in fact, there is a disincentive to 
do projects out of SA [where you create your own IP].”

From the above, it is clear that there are significant forces in place that actively disincentivise the formation of 
studios, especially large ones (or smaller studios looking to scale) to the country. However, a lot of these forces 
and issues are linked to other key indicators identified and it is hoped that by addressing those issues, these 
forces will disappear or be subdued. 

The Gap

Currently, there are no large studios in the country (or in 
fact on the continent). The largest studio we have been 
able to identify currently employs 36 people, and of the 
nearly 60 studios identified, only six employ more than 10 
people. Interviews with the studios employing more than 
10 people were conducted to get a better understanding 
of how they achieved their growth and to try to identify 
issues or factors that are hampering them from growing 
further. Even though these studios are still small by inter-
national standards, the same trend of exponential value 
and job creation was observed. The “Big 6” (i.e. the studios 
employing more than 10 people) as dubbed by the research 
team ,account for approximately half of all the permanent 
jobs in the ecosystem and more than half of the revenue 
generated. 
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Co-productions with foreign studios also potentially offer an opportunity for local studios to grow. By partner-
ing with larger and more experienced studios internationally, local studios could benefit from access to better 
funding opportunities and a more experienced and specialised talent pool. 

What is clear, is that unless there are significant policy and regulatory changes, attempts to “grow” the eco-
system by establishing more micro-studios with the hope of them growing into SME’s is unlikely to succeed. 
Additionally, as other research1 indicates, the notion of high growth companies being established by “young 
founders” is largely a myth. The research indicates that most successful businesses are established by people in 
their late 30s or early 40s who have previous business experience (but not necessarily in starting or running their 
own venture). This suggests that a strategy to grow the industry should be focusing on bringing in experienced 
founders (either from games themselves, or from parallel industries) with the explicit goal of growing an SME 
or large company and not on attempting to saturate the ecosystem with microenterprises founded by recent 
graduates. 

As one stakeholder said:

“Building a game, and building a game studio are two very different things. Two buddies in a bedroom can 
teach themselves Unity or Maya and build a cool game that fits what they are already passionate about 
and enjoy playing. But building a game business requires competency in accounting, HR, sales, operations. It 
means spending a lot of your time doing what you don’t enjoy, or making games that are not for you. It means 
committing to always hiring people who are better at what they do than you could be, rather than trying to 
prove that you are the best through ‘hackathons’ and competitions. Lastly, to be a founder requires financial 
strength. To be able to work with no pay for two or more years, and to be able to either fund the business 
itself or to build enough trust of your competence and experience, that investors will fund it for you. That 
means having been through it before as a manager or part of a past founding team. That’s really hard to do 
if you are a 20-something, self-taught.”

Unfortunately, this seems to be at odds with current initiatives on the continent which seem obsessed with 
‘hackathons,’ game jams and driving new entrants to start microenterprises as a means of growing the broader 
ecosystem (which current data suggests is not working). 

1 1. Age and High-Growth Entrepreneurship (2019)

Closing the Gap

In order to close this gap, on paper at least, it is relatively 
simple. We need more large companies to be present in the 
system, and we need an environment that facilitates and 
encourages this behaviour. It was suggested that a key ini-
tiative that could help accelerate this process is to locate 
South African citizens who are working at larger studios 
internationally and see if they could not be convinced to 
come back to South Africa to establish studios here, bring-
ing with them a wealth of experience and an internationally 
linked network.
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The Gap:

There is very little local investment happening in the South African game development space. For the most 
part, projects, especially for own IP creation, are funded entirely by foreign sources, which excludes access 
to many smaller enterprises who don’t have the networks to even start trying to secure this sort of funding. 
There has been only one major domestic investment in a game development studio which only happened in 
the last year. 

Through interviews it appears that the development community is disillusioned by investment prospects and 
the local investment community is very disengaged with the sector as a whole, leading to very little activity 
taking place at all. Studios do not appear to be seeking investment from local sources, and local investors are 
not actively looking into the market for potential opportunities.

These sentiments appear to be driven by a number of factors. First and foremost, the local investment com-
munity sees games as a very risky investment and often don’t find the revenue model proposed by most 
studios to be viable or “investable.” Specifically, typical game monetisation models don’t fit the highly scala-
ble, high-user base model that seems to be the preference for local investment. This is not a unique problem 
to South Africa though, as similar sentiments are found elsewhere, which has risen to the creation of special-
ised VC’s and other investment bodies that focus solely on the games industry, often these are born out of 
very large studios or the former executives of medium and large studios who have successfully exited. This 
again highlights the need for large studios (and studios that were founded with the intention of exiting) to 
be found in the ecosystem as it will in theory assist with driving local investment. 

Investment however doesn’t need to be just in the form of equity or investment directly into the business, it 
also covers project funding from local sources. Here too there seems to be little activity. Through interviews 
and the studio report, the bulk of project funding seems to be coming from international sources. Data sug-
gests there is apparent growth in the demand for game services by local corporates and content platforms, 
however, these opportunities do not appear to be finding their way to the local market, and further, those 
that do, are often dismissed by local development houses as being not commercially viable. At the heart of 
this problem is the “agency-centric” monetisation and budgetary financial modelling used for these oppor-
tunities, which view games purely as a means of filling out content, and not as profit drivers themselves. 
This leads to tiny budgets and really small scoped games being requested, which unfortunately don’t lead to 
long-term skills development or financial success that we would hope to see.

local investment

The case studies highlighted the importance of local 
investment in driving growth and in most instances the 
importance of local investment in driving scaling opera-
tions, often picking up where Government is no longer able 
to provide support to enterprises on their development 
journeys. Poland offered an interesting example of taking 
this to an extreme by having a whole stock market dedi-
cated to game development.
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Closing the Gap

Work needs to be done both within the existing development ecosystem and the investor community. 
Investors need to be educated on the potential of the ecosystem for commercial success and highlight the 
possibility of high-value exits, especially in the mobile space. Local studios need to be educated on how to 
build “investable” studios and furthermore, effort needs to be made to attract founders who are interested 
in building a games business (with the mind to scale and eventually exit) rather than those purely interested 
in making games who have a tendency to not want to scale their operations. 

local investment
(cont.)

The Gap (cont.):

Lastly, it has been suggested by different stakeholders that local investors apply different standards or met-
rics of success than those found internationally. Due to the low-risk profile of local investors, there is a 
requirement from them that a studio’s very first game needs to be a financial success, which is simply not 
realistic. Unlike foreign investors who will often give studios an opportunity to fail, knowing that it will likely 
take several attempts before a massively financial product emerges.

However, the problem is not solely with the investor community. Many studios, especially the majority of the 
microenterprises that are currently active in the ecosystem are simply not structured or intended to be built 
in a way that is “investable.” That is the founders of these studios are pursuing projects purely to satisfy their 
artistic vision and not projects that are necessarily commercially viable. Others, who may find success have 
no desire to scale their studios to take on larger projects or seek external investment to do so. In this case, 
even though the studio has a track record of success, the founders have no intention of scaling their busi-
nesses into a larger studio, and thus the studio and its operations remain microenterprise. 
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Although there is disagreement among female game developers on how to design games that might appeal 
to women, the consensus is that the male bias sets a limit on the size of the potential games market. While 
developers are, for the most part, oriented to male genres (c.f. Kline et al., 2003), there has been some move-
ment towards “entrepreneurial feminism” in games (Cassell & Jenkins, 1998; Laurel, 2001). In Canada , one 
such experiment is Women Wise, a Toronto microenterprise whose creations include e-novels and arcade 
games that are produced with female audiences in mind. Gaming’s continuing male bias is not only a limit to 
market expansion and an obstacle to girls and women learning digital skills, it is also a potential source of 
workplace turbulence inside games companies.

A concern to the researchers is that because there is a demand for new viewpoints, the already small talent 
pool in the country will be drained further by international studios seeking to attract developers from our 
ecosystem, offering them opportunities that simply cannot be found locally. This trend has in part been 
exacerbated by the global pandemic with many more international studios “opening” up their employment 
policies to allow foreign, remote workers to join their teams. A notable outcome of the census (see the next 
chapter) is the drastic rise of South African developers working for international game development com-
panies. There is a worry, that when travel restrictions are lifted these developers will make the most of the 
opportunity presented to them and opt to leave the country altogether.

In summary, a more diverse games sector is critical not only to ensure that globally competitive games are 
made, but also that the full potential of the domestic ecosystem can be unlocked. Finally, if suitable opportu-
nities are not made available locally, we will lose our talent to foreign companies.

access

Diverse and authentic content is demanding a premium price 
from distribution platforms, publishers and consumers. To 
this end established studios in the west are recognising 
the need to diversify their workforce to enable the crea-
tion of this unique content. South Africa, and the region, is 
in a prime position to capitalise on this demand, however 
in South Africa especially, the inability of the local industry 
to tap into the full potential of the workforce is notable.

From a business perspective and in support of the growth 
and development of the industry, leading players in the game 
development industry globally such as Ubisoft have noted that 
authentic representation of diverse cultural characters in games 
and gender representation within games have a positive impact 
and benefit on perceptions, socio-cultural and economic value of 
the video games development industry as a whole. As part of a 
growth and sustainability plan and aligning with the SDG5 2030 
of the United Nations and its ‘Generation Equality’ program-
matic agenda, business and corporate organisations must begin 
to reflect these global socio-political impact imperatives in their 
operational cultures, business modelling, hiring practices and 
leadership and decision making ethos especially where gender 
representation is concerned but also for authentic, captivating 
storytelling which is aided by diversity in history and experiences. 
It is anticipated that increased diversity also manifests itself in 
the type of game and games genres being developed such as 
was the case with social-media based games like Farmville and 
casual games like Candy Crush and Angry Birds.
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access
(cont.)

The Gap:

The research suggests that the lack of transformation in the local industry is primarily driven by a lack of 
access. Not only do local studios struggle to find non-white male talent, it is surmised that this is due, in part, 
because they are not trying hard enough (one stakeholder has indicated that finding “black” talent in the 
country is not impossible, but it is more difficult if “traditional” channels for hiring are used, as the traditional 
hiring practices do not tap into the full talent pool).1 This is further aggravated that, especially in poorer com-
munities, potential candidates are not applying for jobs as they do not know that there are job opportunities 
or careers to be made in the industry.

Existing game development communities appear to be inaccessible to women and people of colour which 
further exacerbates the issue, as developer communities are often the gateway to the local ecosystem and 
participation therein.

One stakeholder remarked that while they are aware of a number of small black development studios, and 
some black hobbyists, they seemed to be operating in complete isolation from the broader community. The 
reasons for this need to be examined further.

Learning from initiatives undertaken by the animation industry suggests that in order to solve a lot of these 
access issues targeted interventions at the school level in poorer communities is required. This includes 
outreach programs, training and showcase days, information sessions for parents and lastly comprehensive 
scholarships for potential students to attend higher learning institutions that specialise in the skills required 
for the industry.

Our research indicates that there are micro clusters of activity starting to form around e-sports and gaming 
centres in the townships. These aligned with a broader e-sports program in schools could act as the neces-
sary gateway to introduce children to the broader ecosystem.

1 Stakeholders

page 36



access
(cont.)

Closing the Gap:

The census data suggests that despite the industry wanting to transform (or at least there being a willingness 
to be more inclusive), meaningful change has not happened. It is suggested that this is primarily being driven 
by the fact that the bulk of studios in the ecosystem are microenterprises that are not in a position to formally 
employ people. These microenterprise founders, who are likely to be friends from within the same racial group, 
skew towards being white and male as they are the predominant group that has the social and economic 
means to actually “found” a studio. Women and people of colour, it appears, have several forces driving them 
to take a less risky approach and find secure employment, and this often means finding employment outside 
of the games industry. In this way, microenterprises are anti-transformative and a reliance on them to grow 
the industry, all things being equal, will not solve the lack of diversity in the industry. 

The mushrooming effect mentioned above,1 and the ability for larger studios to provide substantially more 
employment opportunities suggests that the best way to drive transformation, both from an employment 
and an ownership perspective, is to ensure there are ample employment opportunities in the sector, which 
can only be provided by small, medium or large studios. The logic goes that if studios are employing more 
women and people of colour, those target groups will benefit from the mushrooming effect and go on to 
establish their own studios over time. It is also noted that it will be insufficient to simply ensure that there 
are more jobs – the industry will need to take steps to ensure that the job market is more accessible, by going 
on education drives, providing scholarships and interacting more with the youth to make them aware of the 
potential job and career opportunities the ecosystem can provide.

1 See “Large/Anchor Studios above”.
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The Gap:

The baseline research suggests that South Africa already has informal clusters that have developed in 
the cities of Cape Town and Johannesburg. These cities are home to the majority of development studios 
(including the Big 6, four of which are in Cape Town), specialist educational institutions and have responsive 
and willing local and provincial governments. Since clusters only start giving tangible benefits once they 
reach a critical mass, leveraging these already existing communities and supporting stable growth, possibly 
with the encouragement of the establishment of anchor game development studios and providing incentives 
for already existing studios in these regions to collaborate and foster mutually beneficial relationships that 
serve to sustain their long term work, should be given a priority when determining where to target initiatives.

Currently, the clusters are too small to provide benefit over a larger area, and none of them has truly reached 
critical mass, as far the researchers can tell, to start providing the tangible benefits of clustering.

From a virtual perspective Make Games South Africa appears to have a large virtual cluster around it, how-
ever, it does not seem to be making inroads into black and poor communities. It is suggested that this is 
partially due to data costs, which makes accessing the virtual community expensive, but also that the virtual 
platforms currently being used are not the same as those being used by people in the townships.

clusters

Cluster hubs for the game development ecosystem have proven 
to be a key factor in sustainability. As other research has shown, 
creative enterprises thrive best in each other’s company, and 
games are no exception. The ability to connect, collaborate and 
innovate together exponentially increases the value and suc-
cess of the businesses in the cluster. However, these benefits 
can only really be achieved once a critical mass is reached.1

The academic literature is supported by the examples born out 
in the case studies, all of the countries examined (with the excep-
tion of Nigeria and Kenya) showed clustering in specific cities 
and commented on the benefit of the clustering activity.

Research suggests that anchor studios have an economic impact 
(in terms of where spin-off studios will form, where education 
institutions can derive benefit from the anchor studio and where 
the activity will be concentrated) in an area approximately 150km 
around the anchor studio.2

Clusters don’t only need to be physical. Virtual clusters can be 
very effective, especially at the community level and can impact 
a much broader area.

Effective clustering can be used to support and overcome access 
issues, especially in lower-income areas as the economic bene-
fits of the cluster will naturally spill over into those areas. 

1 Mathijs De Vaan, Ron Boschma, Koen Frenken, Clustering and firm performance in project-based indus-
tries: the case of the global video game industry, 1972-2007, Journal of Economic Geography, Volume 13, Issue 6, 
40 November 2013, Pages 965-991, https://doi.org/10.1093/jeg/lbs038 Y
2 ibid
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Closing the Gap:

While Clusters currently exist, investigations should take place to see if more formal support can be given to 
them to help increase and accelerate their growth and impact.

More virtual clusters should be established to help drive access change, but existing clusters that may be 
close to critical mass should also look to expand the reach and actively penetrate the township and other 
lower-income communities. More research will need to be done though to assess where these communities 
currently engage.

Festivals and events play an important role in facilitating clusters and should be supported, however, those 
festival events also need to be active in ensuring that they are accessible to those outside of their traditional 
audience.

Figure 1. Expected relation between cluster size, externalities and firm failure
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government 
participation

Trends amongst countries with developing and established game 
development sectors indicate that Government participation 
and support is critical in creating sustainable video game enter-
prises. The evidence from research points to active Government 
participation being a determining success factor across the spec-
trum, be it countries with developed video games ecosystems or 
countries with developing video games ecosystems. The absence 
of active Government support and participation is a barrier to 
growth and development in the following ways: 

• Impeding micro and macroeconomic value creation of the video 
games sector as an entertainment industry.

• Arresting the socio-economic development of small, micro-me-
dium enterprises.

• Contributing to the skills and training deficit and digital divide. 
The result of which is a workforce that cannot take up oppor-
tunities to create jobs, develop and retain talent and grow the 
industry into a sustainable and viable sector contributing to the 
local economy beyond enterprise-specific growth thresholds 
and limitations.

Of the three developing nations researched in the case studies, the video games development industry in 
Poland has the most developed relationship with its Government, its agencies and economy. The industry is 
supported and acknowledged at the highest office of Government and its official, in the president. The Pole 
policy framework is led by industry professionals who have developed an industry centred policy framework 
with a five-year planning outlook designed to grow the sector and develop game development enterprises 
through different growth thresholds during their development journey with a clearly outlined development 
growth path and targets. 

The Indian and Brazilian video game development industries have a more fractured relationship with their 
respective governments, their agencies and the operational economic framework which supports them 
and within which they function. Relationships with the Government are mostly at the regional, provincial or 
municipal level and located as a sub-sector to main sectors such as ICT, telecommunications, television and 
film thereby not taking into consideration the specific development and growth requirements of the video 
games sector within the entertainment industries.

Amongst Sub-Saharan African countries (Kenya and Nigeria) the role and responsibilities of Government are 
more apparent, not due to the presence of Government support and active participation but the lack thereof. 
Similar to the journey of the sector in developing nations, there are examples of outlier game developer 
sector-specific enterprises that show a ‘proof of concept’ level of what is possible in the video games devel-
opment industry at a micro-level. They have made attempts to build a foundation for the sustainable growth 
and development of their respective enterprises and in their groups have sought to cultivate and nurture a 
community of gamers and enterprises.  

A feature of developed video games industries in the nations of France, Canada and the UK is Government 
recognition and active support for the games development industry.
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government 
participation
(cont.)

The Gap:

There is no real active or direct support for the games industry from the Government. Unfortunately, the 
relationship between the incumbents in the industry and the Government is strained, with many stakeholders 
viewing the Government as a hostile entity whose policies and often inaction do active harm to the industry.

As one stakeholder said “The [Department of Arts and Culture] is irrelevant, and the [Department of Trade, 
Industry and Competition] actively destroys [companies and value]...We are under constant attack...we are in 
survival mode, we create jobs and value despite the best efforts of the Government”.

Numerous stakeholders who benefited or have tried to work with the Government have shared similar 
sentiments. A common complaint, especially regarding Government initiatives, is the unreliability of the 
Government to honour their commitments, either through paying late, paying less than they committed to, 
or in extreme circumstances, not paying at all. Several stakeholders commented that they will no longer do 
business with the Government and actively avoid any schemes that the Government is directly involved in as 
it is too risky to get involved in such schemes.

An additional issue repeatedly raised was that the Government entities failed to fully understand the con-
cept of a “knowledge product” and the pipeline and commercial benefit that such intangible assets hold, and 
more importantly how to leverage them. One stakeholder commented that at best the Government could 
only understand the ecosystem through a lens of outsourced services and so any initiatives and programs 
are designed with that in mind. However, these are not really suitable and are often ill-fitting for the purpose 
resulting in the initiatives not being utilised or failing to achieve their purported goals.

Another concern identified is that there is a lack of acknowledgement and responsibility assigned around 
growing and developing a gaming industry by Government agencies and ministries (for example the FPB, 
DTIC, DSBD). There is no clear indication of who should be approached to help or grow the industry, and the 
various departments are unclear if they have the mandate to help which often leads to inaction.

Recent developments show that there is improvement and an opportunity for lobbying to take place. 
Specifically, the development of an industry master plan for the creative industries, of which games forms 
part of. However, questions arise: Who is making inputs on behalf of the gaming sector for this plan? There 
is a concern that the participants who are formulating the plan do not have the expertise or even sufficient 
knowledge about the games industry to make informed decisions on how best to help the sector.
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government 
participation
(cont.)

Closing the Gap:

A lot of lobbying and interfacing with the Government is going to be required, especially if the trust between 
Government and industry is to be rebuilt. To do this as a priority a professional body must be established and 
supported before any meaningful engagement with the Government can happen.

A Government entity must ultimately take responsibility for advocating for the games development sector. 
As evidenced in leading and developing countries, and to progressively advance the industry agenda it is 
required to have a ministry and relevant leadership through whom the industry can advocate for its growth 
and development. The aforementioned ministry must be the industry custodian for a minimum of two terms of 
office (8-10 years) if changes in the status quo are to be realized from proposed and implemented strategies.

Engagements with the public sector have also made it clear that it will be up to the industry to formulate a 
plan to present to Government, and further, Government will only really consider any plans that have taken 
a holistic approach and have the buy-in of academia, industry and labour. This type of plan is called a “Social 
Compact”.

With the above in place, active lobbying for policy reform, especially around key issues identified by stake-
holders can take place, ideally with a five-year social compact in place to help drive those policy changes
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skills

A growing ecosystem requires a reliable and constant inflow of 
skilled workers at all levels to fuel the growth and expansion of 
companies. Large companies require specialised skills in order 
to operate. Like many other industries, especially creative ones, 
only so much skill development can be done through educational 
institutions, specialisation and advanced skill development tend 
to happen “on the job”.

The Gap:

South Africa has a number of specialised institutions producing graduates at a tremendous pace, similarly, 
we have a number of parallel industries that, in theory, should allow people to cross over into the industry. 
However, one of the number one reasons cited by incumbents in the industry for a lack of growth is a lack of 
skills.

Investigating this we discovered the following: for the most part, studios that actually employ people agree 
that there is no shortage of skills for junior positions (though the quality of these skills is still somewhat to be 
desired). Instead, they have a very hard time finding experienced employees or employees with specialised 
skills that would be required to grow and scale. This specific phenomenon was also recorded in the Polish 
case study, where they too quickly ran into a skills shortage, for the same types of employees.

Given the size of the industry and the average size of a local studio, this is not surprising. Small studios require 
generalists as their budgets cannot support specialists. Further, small studios have a much larger rate of fail-
ure, and in South Africa, because there are so few employment opportunities within the industry (due to a 
lack of large studios as discussed above) what little skills and experience they did gain will be lost as these 
people will inevitably leave the industry for another.

This leaves the industry in a conundrum. In order to get the experienced and specialised skills required to 
grow a studio into an SME or larger business, existing SMEs or large studios need to be present to “train up” 
the existing workforce and new graduates. But those studios won’t be attracted to or be able to be estab-
lished, because there is a lack of specialised skill domestically.

Poland circumvented this issue by going on a drive to “import” skills from existing foreign ecosystems. At 
least three studios in South Africa have essentially gone the same route, but visa restrictions have led them to 
incorporate off-shore as this was deemed the most effective and economical means of acquiring the required 
talent from foreign sources.
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skills (cont.)
The Gap (cont.):

It does appear that some stakeholders have issues with the quality of graduates. In interviews, it was noted 
that while there was a large pool of potential graduates to draw from, the majority of them were of such 
poor quality that they were “unemployable”. This leads to the few employing studios fighting over a tiny 
pool of graduates, and due to the global pandemic and the proliferation of remote working, these studios 
are now also trying to compete with international studios over the tiny pool. When interrogated on what 
exactly made these graduates unemployable, a recurring response was that while generally it was deemed 
that they had sufficient technical skill, the more pressing matter was that due to the small studio size there 
was not going to be sufficient oversight for the recent graduates, and so, studios are looking to only hire 
those who are self-determined, and show an ability to be self-driven and motivated, something that is not 
present in alot of graduates.

Existing skill development programs also seem to be inadequate. On the one hand, the vast majority of 
respondents have had no interactions with the SETAs, and those who did have had a very negative expe-
rience. One stakeholder went as far as to say “We don’t hire people with SETA accredited qualifications, 
because they are less than useless.”

Closing the Gap

The researchers do recognise that more research needs to be done to identify the exact skills and gaps in the 
market.

The researchers posit that co-production or internationally led partnerships and residency programs (similar 
to those seen in other creative industries) could be utilised to help skill-up local graduates provided efforts 
are made to ensure that those skills remain in the country after the project or residency. 

A similar solution would be to try and attract the many senior and experienced ex-pats currently employed 
in the international game industry to return to South Africa and either set up a studio here or join one of the 
local ones.
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industry body/ 
lobby group

Because the Government has been identified as a critical partner 
to driving growth, it is incredibly important that communication 
between Government and industry is enabled and supported. 
This is best done through lobby groups or an industry body. The 
United Kingdom, Canada, France and Poland all show the posi-
tive benefits that arise when the industry body and Government 
work together and can effectively communicate and deal with 
each other.

Usually, industry bodies are supported by the industry they rep-
resent, with the body collecting fees from its membership base 
to fund its activities. This can lead to very powerful and well-
funded bodies where there are many large studios with high 
turnovers.

The Gap:

A group of studios in South Africa have taken the first steps to establish an industry body. The Big 6 and addi-
tional smaller studios are all members of Interactive Entertainment South Africa (IESA).

However, IESA remains primarily a voluntary organisation and says there are insufficient studios in a stable 
enough financial position to properly fund its activities. This unfortunately means that research and outreach 
initiatives are severely hampered. IESA commented that it needs to be very selective about which projects it 
chooses to pursue due to its severely limited resources.

However, IESA has already made some impact for the local industry that shows the potential of what could 
happen if it (or another body) was better supported. Through IESA the industry was able to make use of the 
SSAS before that program was shut down. The initial research conducted by the body has been instrumental 
in numerous other studies conducted, including this one, and lastly, its efforts in lobbying, specifically around 
legislation inputs are starting to bear some fruit.

Closing the Gap:

In order for IESA to be more effective, it also needs to be more representative and steps should be taken to 
expand its membership base.

Research into how other creative sectors sustain professional bodies should be conducted and alternatives 
to funding through membership fees should be explored, especially since the majority of the studios who 
would form its membership base in the short term have severe financial constraints

Roles and responsibilities at the organisation, and especially how those will be remunerated needs to be 
clarified. 

These steps should be taken as a matter of urgency as the industry body ideally should be leading the Social 
Compact process along with several other actions highlighted in this report.
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comprehensive data and 
ongoing research

Decisions need to be driven by data and the reality experienced 
by those on the ground. France, the UK, Poland and Canada are 
able to make and drive policy reform for their respective indus-
tries partly due to the fact that they have comprehensive data 
to support their arguments and positions. Ongoing monitoring 
and data collection also give those making decisions the oppor-
tunity to spot changes and problems before they arrive.

The Gap:

Currently, there is very little data available on the local games development industry. This study partially 
alleviates this, but the wealth of data uncovered, along with new research questions identified, needs to be 
capitalised on if the work and effort currently done is to be fully realised.

The persistent problem around getting research done has been how the research will get funded. With the 
advent of post-graduate studies focusing on game development, it is hoped that these costs can be offset by 
getting the research at least partially funded through formal academia and their funding channels

Closing the Gap:

There needs to be an ongoing research agenda driven by the industry body, but also by academia into the 
research issues identified by this study and new ones as they arrive.

An annual survey with disclosure protections should be conducted annually to keep the baseline study up to 
date. A strategy should be developed around the following key indicators: 

1. Large/Anchor Studios
2. Local investment
3. Access
4. Clusters
5. Government Participation
6. Skills
7. Industry Body/Lobby Group
8. Comprehensive data and ongoing research
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census and Studio Report

• The census report has highlighted some interesting trends in the make-up of the current 
games workforce. In summary:

• Most of the workforce (57%) are employed in development/programming work.

• Because studios are small, people often fulfil multiple roles in their studios. This suggests 
that to find employment in the industry one must have multiple competencies.

• The industry is starting to show signs of maturity in its workforce, with over 21% of the 
workforce having more than 10 years experience.

• The Western Cape and Gauteng remain the main hubs of activity for game development 
accounting for over 80% of where people are employed, and where businesses are based.

• Increasingly we are seeing local professionals finding employment with overseas game 
development companies and making the most of remote working opportunities.

• Two-thirds of the workforce are 35 years old or younger.

• 82% of the workforce is “white.”

• 83% of the workforce identifies as “male.”

• 94% of the workforce is South African.

• 24% of the workforce identify as being LGBTQ+, significantly higher than the national 
average.

• 45% of the workforce suffer from at least one mental health condition.

• A key indicator of accessibility to the workforce appears to be your upbringing. A 
disproportionate amount of the workforce grew up in upper-middle-class to upper-class 
environments.

summary

If one takes a high-level view of all the data collected so far we 
can make the following observations:

• The video games/interactive entertainment industry is 
recognised by the key government departments and agencies, 
as a strategic part of the SA creative economy. However, the 
master plan that will be submitted to the cluster of ministers 
responsible is currently very weak on analytics and growth 
strategies for Gaming and Animation.  This research report can 
help bolster this, but there is a tight deadline that needs to be 
met.

• Data suggests there are at least 60 studios operating in the 
industry at the moment.

• Most are small “indie” studios consisting of one to five people.
• The Western Cape and Gauteng are the primary hubs for game 

development activity across the country.
• The industry remains predominantly untransformed, with the 

bulk of its workforce being white and male.
• PC and console remain the primary platforms that are 

developed for.
• There is a strong potential for links between the games 

industry and the animation industry to form.
• Historical events in primary development centres have a 

significant impact on the global shape of the games industry, 
for example, the North American Video Game Crash of 1983, 
this event drove more developers to software development 
(which consequently led to more PC games being developed, 
which in turn led to game ecosystems opening in new 
jurisdictions).

• Trade bodies have a huge role in developing and allowing game 
development ecosystems to grow, especially in their role to 
bridge the gap between Government and industry on key policy 
issues.

• An agenda by the Government to support video game 
development as a creative and cultural vehicle is instrumental 
to see sustained growth in the video games industry.

• Cluster hubs with anchor studios and surrounding supportive 
industries help drive sustained growth.
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Developed Countries: 
• Diversity and inclusion is a driving agenda in developed countries that are looking to transform their indus-

tries to be more inclusive and diverse.
• Despite global trends to the contrary, mobile seems to be on the decline in the developed countries, both in 

terms of their consumer audience, but also in the appetite for studios located there to create them.
• Games as a service are on the increase both for consumers and developers.
• Three to five-year plans in place for their respective game industries to implement. Plans are developed by 

local trade bodies and then implemented by the Government. This highlights the importance of industry and 
Government working together. 

Developing Countries

• The economic climate of these countries prevented them from establishing industries sooner, however, 
widespread piracy allowed consumers to participate, which in turn led to the growth of game development 
in their countries suggesting at least a softlink between the size of the consumer market and the emergence 
of a development industry.

• Early pioneers in the game development industry were primarily motivated by passion rather than commer-
cial gain or viability. 

• Local investment in the video game industry is critical to kick start its growth.
• Growth has been stifled to a degree by a lack of access to local high-level skills, resulting in the need to “import” 

skills from other jurisdictions, as it is cheaper to import skills than upskill the local talent/own workforce.

African Countries

• Both Nigeria and Kenya have adopted a “regional” approach to growing their development industries, where 
they strive to be the “epicentres” of game development in their respective industries.

• A huge focus on mobile games both from a consumer and developer perspective
• A lack of a cohesive or central community or data cataloguing means often the broader community doesn’t 

know what is going on which leads to a disjointed and uncoordinated approach.
• Mobile Network Operators have played a pivotal role in developing the local ecosystems thus far.
• Games Development is primarily self-funded.
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The case studies have provided very 
interesting insights and will be very 
useful tools when looking at and 
developing a strategy for South 
Africa. Highlights of the case studies 
to follow: 

case studies
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a note on animation
• 

• Animation is commonly found as a supporting industry in creative clusters. 

• Due to animators’ required skill, set they are often the easiest to adapt and learn new skill 
sets required to enter the game industry.

• There is a commonality between the software used across both industries.

• Because small studios require their employees to be multidisciplinary, it is likely that anima-
tors will have an easier time finding employment in the games industry.

• The Government is treating Animation and Games jointly in their policy considerations.

• Animation could act as a “gateway” for those with artistic skills into the games industry. 

• There are numerous examples of animation studios that have successfully pivoted into games 
development locally, either as service providers or developing their own content.

engagement with 
public sector

Our engagement with the public sector, specifically the 
national Government, has provided us with some insight 
into how best to lobby for change, and how the national 
Government views the sector. Importantly, we have found 
an urgent action item that needs to be actioned as soon as 
possible. A summary of the findings are below:

• A multi-department Creative and Cultural Industries 
master plan is in development and cuts across all sectors, 
including game development.

• Games form part of the Audio-Visual Cluster, but in the 
master plan, the Audio-Visual Cluster focuses almost com-
pletely on Film and Television, with games and animation 
almost completely absent.

• High Level interventions identified in the master plan are:

•  Localisation

• Growing Digital Skills

• Increasing Local Content

• Certainty for Industry Partnerships

•  Despite the above, games and animation are recognised as 
important sectors. It is believed that a lack of institutional 
knowledge about the sector seems to be a key factor in 
games being ignored in policy development.

• A social compact (i.e. a partnership between private busi-
ness and Government) will be critical for any project or 
intervention sought from the Government.

• No new funds will be allocated, only redistributed from 
existing interventions. 
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Summary: 

If the previous IESA studies were any indication of the makeup of the industry, it is a bit concerning, though not 
unexpected, that there has not been a major shift in the makeup of the people working in the industry. What 
follows are some key take-away points:

• Most of the workforce (57%) are employed in development/programming work.
• Because studios are small, people often fulfil multiple roles in their studios. This suggests that to find employ-

ment in the industry one must have multiple competencies.
• The industry is starting to show signs of maturity in its workforce, with over 21% of the workforce having 

more than 10 years experience.
• The Western Cape and Gauteng remain the main hubs of activity for game development accounting for over 

80% of where people are employed, and where businesses are based.
• Increasingly we are seeing local professionals finding employment with overseas game development compa-

nies and making the most of remote working opportunities.
• Two-thirds of the workforce are 35 years old or younger.
• 82% of the workforce is “white.”
• 83% of the workforce identifies as “male.”
• 94% of the workforce is South African.
• 24% of the workforce identify as being LGBTQ+, significantly higher than the national average.
• 45% of the workforce suffer from at least one mental health condition.
• A key indicator of accessibility to the workforce appears to be your upbringing. A disproportionate amount 

of the workforce grew up in upper-middle-class to upper-class environments. 

02

82% 83% 94% 23% 45%

Introduction

As part of a broader research effort 
to get a clearer picture of the make-
up of the South African games 
development industry and act as a 
baseline for future research, this 
report looks at the people that 
make up the industry, to get a better 
understanding of their background, 
skills and characteristics. The 
research shows that there is still 
a dire need for the industry to be 
transformed but does also highlight 
some avenues that can be taken to 
start this process.

census

white male S.A. LGBTQ+ mental 
health

01
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82%

Who did the census and census design?
A total of 168 people with different roles in the South African games industry filled out the census. Ninety-nine 
responses were from professionals in the industry, which, based on the 2018 IESA Industry survey accounts for 
approximately 38% of the South African games workforce. In addition to this, 52 self-identified hobbyist devel-
opers and 18 students answered the census. The focus of this report will be on the professional responses, but 
some time will be spent on the hobbyist and student responses as well.

The census design was an amalgamation of some of the information previously collected as part of the IESA 
study and the UKIE census, which has been hugely instructive and inspirational in terms of the data collec-
tion methodology and structure. The questionnaire first split the respondents into one of three groups, 
Professionals, Hobbyists and Students. All groups were asked questions on their personal characteristics and 
social background. 
In addition: 
• Professionals were asked about their job roles in the industry. 
• Hobbyists were asked about their desire to join the industry, factors preventing them from doing so and the 

current industry they worked in; and
• Students were asked where they currently studied, the nature of the studies and their desire to join the 

Interactive Entertainment Industry.

census
03
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professionals

JOB ROLES

The first question people were asked was about their job role. They 
were presented with a wide range of categories and asked which 
of them they carry out in their job. Respondents could tick as many 
boxes as they wanted. The most common role among respondents 
was programming/development, at 56.6% of the sample. However, 
the census received responses from people working in a very wide 
range of roles, with 10 different roles receiving responses from 
more than 10% of the sample. Some roles had small numbers, with 
noticeably few responses from people working in data/analytics, 
and the “core” business operation roles like HR Finance, Sales, etc.

Of note, only 36% of the sample indicated that they had a single 
role. This is not unexpected as studio sizes tend to be small in 
the country and individuals in a small studio will be expected to 
fulfil multiple roles. The most common single role group was 
Programming/Development followed by Artist (2D/3D). 

For ease of reference and visualisation, we’ve grouped some job 
roles together. For example, “Animation”, “Artist” and “Technical 
Art” have all been grouped under “Art”. This can be seen in the 
figure below. For completeness, we have also included a summary 
of all the job roles that respondents could select from in Figure 2.
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census

Figure 5. Time in the Sector

Figure 4. Seniority

Figure 3. Employment Contract Type
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professionals (cont.)

EMPLOYMENT CONTRACT TYPE

We asked people what the nature of the employment contract was with their place of work, whether they were full time employed, 
freelance or the company’s owner for example. Responses are illustrated in Figure 3. 

The majority of respondents were people employed as full-time, permanent members of staff. The next largest category was 
company owners, and then full-time but fixed-term contracts and freelancers. This aligns with other data that suggests that 
most studios are small teams of less than five people, and even at larger studios it is still common practice to hire people on a 
per-project basis either as freelancers or on fixed-term contracts. 

SENIORITY AND SUPERVISION

We asked respondents whether they supervised anyone in their work. 56.6% indicated that they did. This suggests that our data 
has more people in more senior roles than the overall population of people working in games. 

This is further exemplified by the data on people’s seniority. We asked respondents to select from a list of options the best that 
described their position in their place of work. 65% of the respondents indicated that they were of a “Senior” position or equiv-
alent (or higher). The seniority position with the most responses was “Mid-Level” while “Other” included people who indicated 
they are freelancers or from single-person studios. 

TIME IN SECTOR

We asked respondents how long they had been working in the sector. Of particular interest to the South African context is that 
over a fifth of the respondents indicated they had been working in the industry for more than 10 years. This is significant given 
that the local industry is very young and very small.

04
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professionals (cont.)

LOCATION

We asked respondents both where they were located, and then also where the company that they worked for was based. Gauteng 
is indicated as being the province that locally employs most of the games workforce with 40.4% of respondents indicating 
that their employer was based in Gauteng. The Western Cape follows with 36.4% and surprisingly 14.1% of the respondents 
indicated they worked for an internationally based company. 

Similar trends are seen when looking at where the respondents themselves are based. Of interest, it appears that just over 
half of the respondents are located in the Western Cape, with 37.4% being located in Gauteng and the remainder being split 
amongst other provinces as indicated in the respective figures.

Of particular interest is that the majority of respondents who indicated that they worked for international studios are also 
located in the Western Cape. While we are not sure why this is the case, it is interesting to see that South Africans are able to 
enter into the international game development industry which in part speaks to the capability and skill found in our local work-
force. Lastly, a single respondent indicated that they both worked for an internationally based company, and further that they 
themselves are based internationally. The same respondent indicated that they worked for a very large organisation in the sector 
(employing over 500 people), suggests they have found employment in a AAA studio. The fact that they responded to the ques-
tion indicates to us that despite the above, they still consider themselves part of the South African Game Development scene, 
and since it was a single response, we have decided to keep it in the results as it does not meaningfully impact any of the other 
data.
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professionals (cont.)

COMMUNITY AND EVENTS

We asked respondents to list local or international communities that they participated in. 

Make Games South Africa (local) was by far the most listed community, with Indie Game Business (International) and Games Industry 
Gathering (International) being the next most cited. Of interest, nearly all of the respondents participated in both local and inter-
national communities with many citing specialist communities related to their particular field of interest (such as art, animation, 
programming etc.). 

Next respondents were asked to choose from a list of prominent local events which they attended and which they thought were 
relevant for them in their professional capacity. By far the most popular event was Africa Games Week/Playtopia which 80.6% of 
respondents indicated they attended. Next was rAge ( 41.7%) followed by Africa Comicon (30.6%) and lastly the Business of Gaming 
Forum (11.1%). 

We then asked respondents to list any other local events that they considered to be important for them in their professional capacity. 
The most suggested event was the SA Game Jam, organised by local studio Free Lives, followed by the Make Games SA Meetups and 
then Fakugesi and Super Friendship Arcade. Of interest is that both Fakugesi and Super Friendship Arcade only received suggestions 
from respondents based in the provinces where those events are located suggesting that they perhaps struggle to reach a national 
audience but are seen as important in their local communities. 

Finally, we asked respondents to list any international events that they do attend or would like to attend in their professional capacity. 
The most listed events were:

• Game Developers Conference (GDC)
• Gamescom
• The Global Game Jam
• Amaze - Berlin

04
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professionals (cont.)

PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS

AGE

We asked respondents to indicate their age and race (as per South 
African BEE legislation). 

In line with global trends, the majority of the workforce is young, 
with two-thirds of the respondents indicating they are 35 years 
old or younger. This is partially explained by the fact that the games 
industry itself is young and it would be highly unlikely to see large 
numbers of people over 40 with long careers in the games indus-
try, especially in the South African context where historically the 
industry has been much smaller in past decades.

RACE

Previous studies have shown that despite being in Africa, the major-
ity of the professional workforce in the games industry in South 
Africa is white. Data collected shows that this still holds true, but 
there has been at least some improvement from past studies. 82% 
of the respondents indicated that they are “White.”  Only 6% of 
respondents indicated that they are “Black” a distressingly low 
figure. While this is some improvement over past studies it shows 
that there are significant barriers to entry for people of colour to 
enter the industry.

census
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professionals (cont.)

PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS 

NATIONALITY

We wanted to get some insight into the nationalities that make up the South African workforce. Respondents 
were asked to indicate what nationalities they had. Ninety-four percent of the respondents indicated that 
they are South African, the European Union/European Economic Area/UK being the next most common nation-
ality.  While this indicates that we are drawing the majority of our workforce from the local population. The 
European Union/European Economic Area/UK being the next most popular group of nationalities matches 
with the high number of “whites” that make up the workforce. Of note, 14% of respondents indicated that 
they had more than one nationality.

GENDER

We asked respondents to indicate their gender, giving them the option to choose between male, female and 
non-binary/other. The industry remains predominantly male, with 83% of respondents indicating that they 
identify as male. We also asked respondents if the gender they chose was the same as the one assigned to 
them at birth as a means of determining the number of transgender people in the workforce. 6% of respond-
ents indicated they are transgender.

SEXUALITY

We asked respondents “Which of the following best describes how you think about yourself?”, presenting 
them with the following categories:

• Asexual
• Bisexual
• Heterosexual/straight
• Lesbian/gay
• Queer
• Other (please specify)

census
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04 professionals (cont.)

PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS 

SEXUALITY (cont.)

Other than the “Other” category, these were presented in random order. Seventy-six percent of respondents 
indicated that they were heterosexual. This means that the games industry has a significantly higher percentage 
of LGBTQ+ people in its workforce than the national population (which by some estimates is about 1.4% of the 
national population. So, despite being predominantly CISHET and male, it does appear that the games industry 
in South Africa at least, is friendly and welcoming towards the LGBTQ+ community.   

CARER RESPONSIBILITIES

We asked respondents to indicate if they had any caring responsibilities and asked them to choose from the 
following options:

• No
• Yes, I have childcare responsibilities.
• Yes, I have carer responsibilities.
• Yes, I have both childcare and other carer responsibilities.

Sixteen percent of respondents indicated that they had childcare responsibilities, with the vast majority of these 
being people in the 36-40 age range. Five percent indicated they had other caring duties, and these were split 
mainly in the younger age ranges (i.e.,younger than 35). Of particular interest, not a single female respond-
ent indicated that they had child-care or other caring responsibilities. This may indicate that if a woman does 
choose to have children or has other caring responsibilities, they will choose to leave the games industry.  
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professionals (cont.)

PERSONAL CHARACTERISTICS

NEURODIVERSITY, MENTAL HEALTH AND CHRONIC CONDITIONS

We asked “Neurodiversity - Do you have any of the following conditions which have lasted, or are expected to last at least 12 months?” 
and gave them the following options:

• Dyslexia
• ADHD
• Autism
• Dyspraxia
• Other

  
Twenty-one percent of respondents reported they were Neurodivergent, with ADHD being the most common (17% of respondents).

We further asked, “Mental Health - Do you have any of the following conditions which have lasted, or are expected to last at least 12 
months?” and gave the following options:

• Anxiety
• Depression
• PTSD
• OCD
• Other

Fourty-five percent of respondents indicated that they suffered from some sort of mental illness, with 35% indicating they suffered 
from Anxiety, 25% suffered from Depression and several indicating they suffered from all the conditions listed. 

Lastly, we asked respondents “Chronic Health Conditions - Do you have any chronic health conditions which have lasted, or are expected 
to last at least 12 months?” and gave them the option to answer “yes” or “no.” Sixteen percent of respondents indicated that they 
suffered from a chronic health condition.
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professionals (cont.)

SOCIAL BACKGROUND

We wanted to try to see if social class was an indicator of one’s ability to enter into the workforce in the games 
industry. To this end, we were guided by a questionnaire set developed by the UK Government but slightly 
adapted for South Africa. 

We wanted to look at four key things: the type of school the person went to, the level of qualification their par-
ents had, the type of job their parents had while they were growing up and the type of organisation (and the 
position at the organisation) that their parents had while growing uåp.

SCHOOL ATTENDED

First, we asked respondents “What type of school did you mainly attend between the ages of 11 and 16?” and 
gave the following options.

• I went to school outside of SA
• Independent/Private School on a bursary/scholarship
• Independent/Private School with no bursary/scholarship
• State-run school – non-selective
• State-run school – selective on academic, faith or other grounds

Responses don’t show a clear preference or bias to a particular type of school, with 57% of respondents attend-
ing a state-run school. This may be a bit misleading, however, as due to South Africa’s past, not all state-run 
schools are equal and former “white only” or Model C schools tend to be better equipped than former “black 
only” schools. To further explore this, we looked specifically at the black and coloured respondents. No clear 
trend was present – no particular type of school had a bias.
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professionals (cont.)

SOCIAL BACKGROUND

PARENTS EDUCATION LEVEL AND PARENTS JOB

Next, we asked “What is the highest level of qualification achieved by either of your parent(s) or guardian(s) by 
the time you were 18?” and gave the following options:

•   At least one has a degree level qualification
•   Qualification below degree level
•   No formal qualifications
•   Do not know
•   Not Applicable
•   Prefer not to say

Here a clear trend is seen, 69% of the respondents had at least one parent with a degree level qualification 
or higher. This bias towards parents with tertiary education or higher was also present in black and coloured 
respondents. This trend is repeated when looking at the type of job the respondent’s parents had while they 
were growing up, with 72% of respondents indicating that at least one of their parents had a professional or 
managerial type job. This seems to indicate that growing up in an “upper-middle-class” to “upper-class” (in the 
South African context) environment is one of the biggest factors determining the likelihood of one entering the 
game development industry. This will also likely explain the massive racial skew seen in the workforce, despite 
“white” South Africans only making up approximately 10% of the population, only 1% are said to live in poverty, 
as opposed to 64% of “black” South Africans who live in poverty. More research should be done into this spe-
cific trend of what about the games industry makes it inaccessible to those coming from poorer households and 
backgrounds and what interventions can be done to improve our uptake of people from these backgrounds. 
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82%

Hobbyists
While hobbyists were asked a number of common questions in terms of their personal characteristics and social 
background three specific questions were asked only of them that are worth highlighting and analysing. 

First, self-identified hobbyists were asked if given the opportunity, would they work in the industry. Sixty-nine 
percent of the respondents indicated that they would like to work in the games industry. 

This was followed up with a question on what the hobbyist’s perceived to be the greatest barriers preventing 
them from entering the industry. The question allowed the respondent to type their own answers and so the 
answers themselves are varied, but the following common themes are apparent:
• Hobbyists indicated that they could earn more in other industries (or put another way, pay in the games 

industry was insufficient)
• There were insufficient opportunities or jobs in the local industry
• They perceived themselves as having insufficient or inadequate skills

Lastly, the hobbyists were asked what industry they currently work in. Seventy-five percent of the respondents 
indicated that they worked in Software Development, with the next most common industry being Animation 
(12.8%).

Students
Unfortunately, we did not get many responses from students, and the bulk of them come from a single educa-
tional institution so the data we can draw from their responses isn’t that conclusive. 

Of particular interest to the researchers is what focus or skills their degrees or courses had. Eighty-eight 
percent of the respondents indicated that Game Design was a focus of their studies, with Animation (58%), 
Programming (52%) and Art (41%) being the next most-cited focuses of study. 

census
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The South African Games Ecosystem: 

EMPLOYMENT

The research team identified at least 60 studios that have been 
active or working on a project in the last two years. Only 10% 
of these studios employ more than 10 people. With an esti-
mated 85% of the studios employing three or fewer people. 
Altogether, it is estimated that there are at least 234 employ-
ment opportunities in the games ecosystem. However, it should 
be noted that the majority of these jobs are held by the found-
ers themselves and are not “true” employment opportunities.

LOCATION OF STUDIOS

The Western Cape is home to a massive 55% of the studios 
listed. Gauteng is the second most active province with 27.1% 
studios being present in the province.

SECTORS AND PLATFORMS

Of the studios investigated 52% only create their own IP, 12% 
just perform services work and 36% do both.

Unity remains the most popular development engine with over 
90% of the studios investigating citing it as the primary devel-
opment engine. 

PC remains the most popular platform for development with 
55% of the studios doing PC development. Mobile has become 
more popular with 33% of studios doing active development 
for mobile.

02

Introduction

One of the desired outcomes for the research was to 
get a better understanding of the current make-up 
of businesses active in the game development space 
and create a directory of stakeholders to aid further 
research efforts in the future. Previous IESA census 
data was studied, along with researchers actively look-
ing at the information available on the web and other 
sources to determine an initial list. A survey was then 
sent out to the listed studios, and follow-up, one-on-one 
interviews were also conducted where appropriate. 

As a result of these research efforts two important con-
siderations arose. While on paper there are nearly 60 
“studios” operating in the ecosystem, the majority of 
them are essentially inactive. Either they are side-pro-
jects being run by individuals or they have nominally 
ceased their operations. An interesting finding from 
this study is that there has definitely been a process 
of consolidation happening with a lot of the listed 
microenterprises joining or merging into the larger 
studios.
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This is around the many historically successful game developments. The continued growth and successes 
of these countries seem to be supported by the industry created trade bodies that look out for the shared 
interests of game developers and are able to shape policy and economic resources that influence the game 
development industry. Governments in developed countries are also able to encourage the growth of their 
game development industries through financial incentives such as tax breaks, funding, and loans specifically 
for game developers.

The United Kingdom: 
A country with a long history in computing and game development. Game development trade bodies have been 
a strong backbone supporting the growth of the industry.

The UK is seen as an attractive destination for setting up studios. There is a highly skilled workforce and an 
education system comprising the best universities in the world that also support the essential skills needed for 
the games industry work. There is also large support provided by industry trade bodies.1

The long history of computing in the UK has been a supporting factor in the growth of video game develop-
ment. The first noted game dates back to the creation of a chess-playing program by Alan Turing in the 1950s. In 
1957, The British Computer Society was founded that to this day supports the interests of those in Information 
Technology and Computer Science. Game development studios in the UK were already being founded in the 
80s and 90s that primarily made games for home computers.2 The first known collaboration with a UK company 
and a console games company was in 1993 when Argonaut games collaborated with Nintendo during the early 
years of the NES and SNES systems.3

Now the UK is a thriving market with the most successful game development studios. As of 2018, Grand Theft 
Auto V, a 2013 game made primarily in Rockstar Games Dundee Scotland offices, is the highest-grossing enter-
tainment product of all time with a revenue of US$ 6 billion over its lifetime.4 The UK is projected to offer over 
100 new jobs in the year 2021.5

1 Interview with UKIE board member
2 ‘Notable Dates in UK Games Industry History - Ukie’ <https://ukiepedia.ukie.org.uk/index.php/Notable_Dates_in_UK_Games_Industry_History> [accessed 17 March 2021].
3 ‘Born Slippy: The Making of Star Fox • Eurogamer.Net’ <https://www.eurogamer.net/articles/2013-07-04-born-slippy-the-making-of-star-fox> [accessed 17 March 2021].
4 ‘Grand Theft Auto V “Has Made More Money than Any Film in History”’ <https://www.telegraph.co.uk/gaming/news/grand-theft-auto-v-has-made-money-film-history/> [accessed 17 
March 2021].
5 ‘The UK Games Industry Will Offer More than 100 Jobs in the Coming Year | Pocket Gamer.Biz | PGbiz’ <https://www.pocketgamer.biz/news/75921/the-uk-games-industry-will-offer-
more-than-100-jobs-in-the-coming-year/> [accessed 17 March 2021].

Introduction

To understand how best to design interventions for 
the growth of the game development industry in 
South Africa, it is critical to have a thorough under-
standing of what the ecosystem currently looks like, 
what the ecosystem should be striving for and the bar-
riers preventing the ecosystem from achieving these 
goals. Studying developing game industry ecosystems 
and looking at the history of some of the larger eco-
systems in the west, will help inform the needs of the 
South African game industry and is required to truly 
achieve its potential.

Developed Countries:

Developed countries typically have had the ability to 
be involved in the creation of video games from the 
mid-90s with the proliferation of home computers in 
the digital age. The following case studies show how 
early commercial video games in developed countries 
emerged in the 80s for computers such as Amiga, 
Atari ST and Commodores 64. 

case studies
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• Access to software like Unity and publishing platforms has enabled independent developers to bring their 
creative visions to life without large investments.

• There are currently more publishing options available for game developers and even specifically for inde-
pendent developers. There has been a recent shift in the last five years that has made an impact that helps 
independent games compete with AAA titles.

• Tax breaks for game development have provided an incentive for the growth of the game development 
industry. A specific tax break for games that pass the cultural test for video games by British Films Institute.1

• Government funding initiatives such as the tax breaks listed above and government grants help catalyse the 
growth of the industry. Innovate UK is one example that provides funding for disruptive technology.2

WHAT HAS STALLED THE GROWTH OF THE GAME DEVELOPMENT INDUSTRY IN THE UNITED KINGDOM?

• The American video game crash of 1983, a recession primarily caused by market saturation for console games 
and a shift to PC games had knock-on effects in the UK.3

• Currently, market saturation is stalling the success of independent developers as there is a continuous stream 
of games by larger publishers and developers that must be competed with.

• Games as a service (GaaS) is also currently making it a challenge for independent developers to get noticed 
particularly for mobile games. A large portion of investment available for games is taken up by games as a 
service model and freemium games. It should be noted, however, that GaaS has also provided an alternative 
funding model for independent game developers to adopt.

• Platform holders decide the visibility and distribution of games (e.g. Apple Arcade)
• The UK currently has more graduates than jobs available for the games industry.

ARE THERE ANY EVENTS THAT HAVE HELPED OR HINDERED THE GROWTH OF THE GAME DEVELOPMENT INDUS-
TRY IN THE UNITED KINGDOM?

• Brexit had a slight negative impact on game developer access to funding. Funds like Creative Europe Fund 
were not open to UK developers after the UK left the EU.4

• The Covid-19 pandemic, UK game companies like Mediatonic gained record sales due to more people staying 
at home and playing games.5

1‘The Cultural Test for Video Games | BFI’ <https://www.bfi.org.uk/apply-british-certification-tax-relief/cultural-test-video-games> [accessed 17 March 2021].
2Interview with UKIE board member (various references)
3‘Notable Dates in UK Games Industry History - Ukie’.
4Interview with UKIE board member (various references on page)
5‘The Rise of Fall Guys and How Mediatonic Plans to Take It Higher | GamesIndustry.Biz’ <https://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/2021-01-27-the-rise-of-fall-guys> [accessed 17 March 
2021].

The UK (cont.)

WHAT HAS ENABLED THE GROWTH OF THE GAME 
DEVELOPMENT ECOSYSTEM IN THE UNITED 

KINGDOM?

• The UK is located in the middle of the North Atlantic 
which provides a good strategic location for the 
business to be connected to the US, Canada, and 
Europe.

• The UKIE (UK Interactive Entertainment) trade 
body appears to be a large part of the growth of 
the game development industry in the UK. TIGA 
(The Independent Game Developers’ Association) 
is another trade body in the UK with a goal to “make 
the UK the best place in the world to do games 
business.”1

• The UK has a good education system that has wide 
support for various games industry education, 
especially in post-secondary school. UKIE has an ini-
tiative called Digital Schoolhouse that incorporates 
play-based learning with the UK curriculum. Digital 
Schoolhouse is described as “A ground-breaking 
education initiative using play-based learning to 
engage the next generation of pupils and teach-
ers with the Computing curriculum, with a UK-wide 
network of schoolhouses and national school’s 
e-sports tournament, supported by industry and 
Government.”2

1 ‘Home - TIGA’ <https://tiga.org/> [accessed 17 March 2021].
2 ‘Home’ <https://www.digitalschoolhouse.org.uk/> [accessed 17 March 2021].
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France

An early starter in the game development industry and 
the birthplace of Ubisoft that has had a large influ-
ence on game development communities in Canada 
and Europe.1

France currently has the ninth highest revenue of 
games in the world with US$2 million revenue. France 
is the second-largest games industry in Europe.

The history of game development in France begins 
around 1983 where the first games were being made 
for Apple II and other home computers.2 Women had 
a presence in the early history of games in France with 
an early game from 1986, “The woman who couldn’t 
stand computers” written by Chine Lanzmann3 was 
published by Froggy Software.4

1  ‘Video Games - France | Statista Market Forecast’ <https://www.statista.com/out-
look/dmo/digital-media/video-games/france> [accessed 17 March 2021].
2  Colin Sidre, From Importers to Designers and Publishers: How Distributors and 
Computer Stores Helped Shape the French Video Game Industry <www.kinephanos.ca> 
[accessed 17 March 2021].
3 ‘La Femme Qui Ne Supportait Pas Les Ordinateurs – Fiction-Interactive.Fr’ <http://
www.fiction-interactive.fr/la-femme-qui-ne-supportait-pas-les-ordinateurs/> [accessed 17 
March 2021].
4  ‘Froggy Software - Jean-Louis Le Breton’ <https://jeanlouislebreton.com/?page_
id=549> [accessed 17 March 2021].

case studies A key trade body for French games, Le Syndicat des éditeurs de logiciels de loisirs (SELL), was founded in 
March 1995 to promote the interests of game publishers.5 In October 2019 it was reported that France has 
1130 registered video game companies.6 

WHAT ENABLED THEM TO GROW?

• Trade bodies such as SELL founded in 1995 and SNJV (National Video Games Syndicate) founded in 2008 
have been instrumental in supporting the interests of game development companies with a broad range of 
long-term missions. SELL specifically states its missions in the French games industry to “structure a common 
discourse with political authorities, to protect and inform the consumer, and to fully master its knowledge 
of the market.” SNJV also states similar goals with additional goals to “link between educational bodies and 
professionals both on courses and on juries or on professional internships, and to promote the French video 
game industry in France and internationally.”7

• Video Game Aid Fund (FAJV) and other funding incentives have been supporting developers since 2007.8

• Tax incentives have been made available to game developers since January 1, 2008.9 The Video Games Tax 
Credit started off with a tax credit of 20% of eligible expenses up to a limit of 3 million Euros per fiscal year. 
Moreover, this tax assistance then only concerns projects with a budget greater than or equal to 150,000 
euros. In 2013 the threshold for accessing credit was reduced to 100,000. Since August 10, 2017, the tax 
credit rate for video game creations has been increased from 20% to 30% of all eligible expenses incurred.10

• Events such as Interactive Digital Entertainment Festival, Paris Games Week have been a space for conver-
gence of the game development industry.

• Specialised education in institutions around the country, in various provinces, provides a good foundation 
for skilled work in the French games industry.

• In addition to education and studios, game publishers are spread around the country.11

• ICT policy in France has prioritized the promotion of France and French culture through IT.
• Distribution networks created for software beginning in the 1970s help catalyse the growth of the industry 

by having established networks that could be used for the distribution of games.12

5 ‘Le Syndicat - Syndicat National Du Jeu Vidéo’ <http://snjv.org/syndicat/> [accessed 17 March 2021].
6 ‘France Has 1,130 Gaming Companies - Game World Observer | Game World Observer’ <https://gameworldobserver.com/2019/10/28/france-gaming-companies/> [accessed 17 
March 2021].
7 ‘Le Syndicat - Syndicat National Du Jeu Vidéo’.
8 ‘Why France? - Join the Game!’ <https://jointhegame.fr/why> [accessed 17 March 2021].
9 ‘Latest French Avant Garde: Games | WIRED’ <https://www.wired.com/2007/03/latest-french-avant-garde-games/> [accessed 17 March 2021].
10 ‘French Government Increases Video Game Industry Tax Credits - Mediawrites.Law’ <https://mediawrites.law/french-Government-increases-tax-credits-for-video-game-industry/> 
[accessed 17 March 2021].
11 ‘Key Players in the French Ecosystem - Join the Game!’ <https://jointhegame.fr/ecosystem> [accessed 17 March 2021].
12 Sidre. “From Importers to Designers and Publishers: How Distributors and Computer Stores Helped Shape the French Video Game Industry”
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• The rise of distributor-publishers in the 1980s.13

WHAT STALLED THEM?

• The Minitel platform, a videotex service that pro-
vided online services through phone lines prior 
to the world-wide-web, was widely used in France 
and prevented the movement of the French to par-
ticipate in the world-wide-web. While the rest of 
Europe was spreading their culture through games, 
France was not as active.14

13 Nagisa Yokoyama, ‘Information Technology Policy and Culture in France’, in Gaming, 
Simulations and Society: Research Scope and Perspective (Springer Tokyo, 2005), pp. 279–
87 <https://doi.org/10.1007/4-431-26797-2_29>.
14. Nagisa Yokoyama, ‘Information Technology Policy and Culture in France’, in Gaming, 
Simulations and Society: Research Scope and Perspective (Springer Tokyo, 2005), pp. 279–
87 <https://doi.org/10.1007/4-431-26797-2_29>.

Canada

A large country with a game development industry distributed among creative clusters in Vancouver, Montreal, 
and Southern Ontario.

In 2019, the Canadian games industry reported 692 active video game companies. This is an increase of 16% 
from the reported numbers in 2017. This 2019 industry brought an estimated revenue of $6.2 billion with 76% 
of revenue coming from the export of games. Ontario experienced the most growth in recent years compared 
to Quebec and British Columbia. 

Historically, it is believed that Canadian game development began in 1983 with the publishing of two Apple 
II computer games made in Vancouver, Evolution and Quest For Tires. The majority of game development in 
Canada is focused in Canada’s three largest cities: Toronto, Vancouver, and Montreal. Major city populations 
are home to video game clusters where the most successful areas contain a large studio to anchor the indus-
try. Industry clustering is important in helping understand why the video game industry thrives most in the 
largest urban centres of Canada. Within these large urban centres, anchor studios, a large pool of workers, 
and middleware companies are all factors that lead to strong clusters. Vancouver in British Columbia is where 
the oldest game development hub in Canada exists with EA Games, the largest and oldest Electronics Arts 
office, being founded in Burnaby British Columbia in 1983. Toronto is the most recent game development 
hub to develop. BioWare is a notable exception that grew out of Edmonton, Alberta.

VIDEO GAME CLUSTER HUBS IN CANADA

The theory of economic cluster hubs has been applied to the video game industry in a study by De Vaan, 
Boschma et al.1 This was further elaborated on and more specifically applied to Canada in a 2015 study called 
‘A Nation of Gamers: The History of Game Development in Canada’ by Hussey (2015).2 From these studies, the 
idea of the economic clustering of creative industries was confirmed to support the stability of the video game 
industry. As clusters grow, firms within those clusters are less likely to go out of business. Some possible rea-
sons behind this are:

1 M. De Vaan, R. Boschma, and K. Frenken, ‘Clustering and Firm Performance in Project-Based Industries: The Case of the Global Video Game Industry, 1972-2007’, Journal of Economic 
Geography, 13.6 (2013), 965–91 <https://doi.org/10.1093/jeg/lbs038>.
2 David Rendall Hussey, A Nation of Gamers: The History of Video Games in Canada By, 2015.

France (cont.)

page 68



• Spin-off or splinter companies that break away from established studios are more likely to succeed and expand, furthering the growth of the cluster as a whole. This is commonly seen in Vancouver 
and Montreal.

• The presence of ‘anchor studios’ that help sustain an industry in a location. This can be seen in Vancouver and Montreal with many smaller studios being traced back to EA Canada and Ubisoft 
Montreal.

• The existence of middleware companies and other supporting industries in the same location. Companies such as digital arts companies can help provide resources to surrounding developers in 
a cluster. Vancouver, Montreal, and Toronto are each supported by a large creative industry within their locations.

WHAT ENABLED THE GAME DEVELOPMENT INDUSTRY TO GROW?

• Creative hubs clustered in urban locations.
• Clusters of creative economies.
• Greater Montreal is considered the 5th largest game development hub in the world with a history of successes from large international subsidiaries based in Montreal. 3

• French connection helped the growth of Montreal’s game development scene with Ubisoft.
• Government funds, loans, subsidies, and tax credits for video games.
• National and provincial funding (e.g. Canada Media Fund and Interactive Digital Media Fund in Ontario).4

• Attractive amenities for talent: costs of living, good salaries, job opportunities, and employment benefits.

• WHAT STALLED THEM?
• In the video games crash of 1983 most Canadian video games companies failed or went out of business.
• Areas that lacked anchor studios do not grow as fast.5

• The increased cost of living in Vancouver has caused some studios to shut down or relocate.
• Though there is growth in the Canadian game development industry, not all provinces experience equal growth. One possible cause for the varied growth of game studios is the decline of mobile 

game development that was noted during a GDC state of the industry report in 2017. The report noted that the number of studios working on mobile games dropped from about 50% in 2015 
to 38% in 2017.

UBISOFT – THE IMPACT OF A AAA STUDIO

Ubisoft Entertainment SA is a large video game developer and distributor founded in 1986 in Brittany, France. In the financial year of 2019/2020, Ubisoft reported over €1.5 billion in sales globally 
with the vast majority of sales made in the USA and Canada.6 The company has historically been a catalyst for the growth of local industries such as in Montreal where Ubisoft serves as an anchor 
studio that has helped sustain the growth of the video games industry regionally.

3 Welcome to Greater Montréal’s World-Leading Video Game Hub.
4 ‘Canadian Grants for Video Game Development | Mentor Works’ <https://www.mentorworks.ca/blog/Government-funding/canadian-grants-for-video-game-development-studios/> [accessed 17 March 2021].
5 Hussey.
6 Ubisoft 2019/2020 Report - UNIVERSAL REGISTRATION DOCUMENT.
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1. TALENT POOL

a. Names and details of Schools, Colleges and Universities with computer engineering, programming, game design, arts 
& animation relevant programs or faculties.

b. Quality of these programs (academic curriculum details required).
c. Number of local graduates from these programs per year.
d. Number of employees working in the gaming industry (software/computer/AI/physics engineers, game developers/

programmers, level designers, etc.): 
 i. Local and ex-pats:

 1. Immigration conditions (foreign staff).
 ii. Product type (AAA, PC, console, mobile games, etc.).
 iii. Position level (Management, Senior, Intermediate, Junior, etc.).
 iv. Salary break down.

e. Local placement rate (local retention in numbers).

2. COST

a. Social contributions (State and regional/municipal level).
b. Available incentives:

i. Eligible costs:
1. Payroll.
2. Real estate.
3. Operations.
4. Tax:

a. Refundable.
5. Other initiatives, e.g. E-sports, hubs, internships, etc.

ii. Term.

iii. Cap.

3. BUSINESS AND CREATIVE ENVIRONMENT

a. Political and economic stability.
b. Cost, quality of living and international attractiveness.
c. Available infrastructures:

i. Airport structure and connections with: Paris, Montreal and Berlin.
ii. Internet network quality and coverage.

d. Existing video games ecosystem.
e. Gaming culture and tradition.
f. Market and competitors.

      g. R&D and innovation.

Ubisoft has over 40 studios worldwide7 and various 
subsidiaries that include previously acquired studios. 
The subsidiaries have various designated roles aside 
from video game production that include distribution, 
production and distribution of mobile games, movies, 
and games hosting. Ubisoft most recently opened 
an office in Vietnam and has historically had offices 
around the world including an office in Casablanca. 
Ubisoft Casablanca was shut down in 2016 after 18 
years of activity.

WHAT DOES UBISOFT LOOK FOR WHEN THEY DECIDE 
TO OPEN A STUDIO IN A TERRITORY?

• There are 3 major factors Ubisoft uses to determine 
whether a location is suitable for hosting a Ubisoft 
studio.8

7 ‘Ubisoft - Careers / The Ubisoft Experience’ <https://www.ubisoft.com/en-US/ca-
reers/experience.aspx#world-map> [accessed 17 March 2021].
8 From Ubisoft Request for information document
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Developing Countries

Developing countries have not had the same opportu-
nities to participate in the game development industry 
as developed countries largely due to economic circum-
stances. Some developing countries have, however, 
found unique entry points into the game develop-
ment industry and are still showing promising signs of 
growth.

case studies

03

Poland
A country that recovered from an economic recession and now has video games as a source of revenue and 
national, cultural pride.

Poland is currently the 7th largest games producer in Europe and 23rd largest in the world. According to a 
2020 report, 96% of the Polish game industry revenue came from exports. Poland is the 4th largest exporter 
of games in the world.1

As of 2020 Polish games are also referenced in the school curriculum through the inclusion of “This War of 
Mine”, a wartime survival simulation, into the education ministry’s official reading list for high schools in Poland.2  
According to Piotr Borowski (a member of the management board of the WSE), “Gaming companies have been 
in favour of the Polish market. Inspired by the success of large gaming companies, investors are keen to invest 
in smaller gaming companies which are now going public on the capital market.” 

“Poland’s love of video games stems from the Communist era when students flocked to street markets to swap 
pirated games, building up a flourishing community.”

WHAT ENABLED THE GAME INDUSTRY TO GROW?
• Exporting locally made games – “The computer games market is global,” says Wolak of 11 bit studios. “So 

the place, the country where the development studio operates doesn’t make any difference in terms of the 
availability of its products for end-users.”

• Strong educational fundamentals are cited as a driving force with Poland considered to have a good educa-
tion in scientific subjects.

• Cheaper, but well-educated workforce.
• Poland’s national pride in game development.3

• Video games were declared one of Poland’s National Intelligent Specialisation resulting in many Government 
aid programs with the objective of further improving Poland’s global competitiveness.

• Polish Government managed to muster PLN 300 million (just under $81m) via an EU-funded program designed 
to help finance new gaming projects.

1 ‘Mapping the Polish Game Industry. Poland Is the Fourth Largest Exporter… | by Borys Musielak | Medium’ <https://michuk.medium.com/mapping-the-polish-gaming-ecosys-
tem-8cc540c42afc> [accessed 17 March 2021].
2 ‘This War of Mine Will Be Added to School Reading List in Poland | GamesIndustry.Biz’ <https://www.gamesindustry.biz/articles/2020-06-18-this-war-of-mine-will-be-added-to-polish-
schools-reading-list> [accessed 17 March 2021].
3 Interview with Polish games industry business developer. Various references on the page.
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Poland (cont.)

• Financing games through the country’s stock 
exchange:
• Warsaw Stock Exchange (WSE), has an exclusive 

index for gaming companies (called WIG)
• 43 gaming studios are listed on the WSE, out of 

which 12 are on the main trading floor while 31 
are on the New Connect Market. New Connect 
Market offers more liberal obligations and 
information requirements lead to a low cost 
of entry, making financing more accessible to 
young promising video game companies and 
allows young gaming companies the option to 
issue shares.

• Polish developers benefit from their country’s 
rich cultural reserves, drawing on the literature, 
history and geography of Poland and its region for 
inspiration (e.g. The Witcher).

• Tax incentives for game development through the 
IT industry.

case studies

WHAT STALLED THE GROWTH OF THE INDUSTRY?
The historic economic situation of Poland has hindered their growth. Poland was in a severe recession in the 
80s and only began to recover in the late 90s/2000s.1

ARE THERE ANY EVENTS THAT CATALYSED OR HINDERED THE GROWTH OF GAME DEVELOPMENT?
• Improvement of the economy overall.
• The boom of Witcher franchise.
• Poland has taken games seriously to promote culture and improve education.2

Brazil
A country that had prohibitively expensive barriers for access to video game technology due to tax restrictions. 
Brazilians carved their own way into the industry that forced hardware companies to collaborate with Brazilian 
companies to distribute systems.

In 2018, Brazil was the second-largest gaming market in Latin America behind Mexico. Video games were 
not allowed to be imported in Brazil until the 1990s. Prior to this, only consoles legally commercialized were 
those manufactured within Brazil. As of 2015 video games were categorized as non-essential products by the 
country’s regulatory agencies and were charged rates similar to the ones applied to firearms and alcoholic 
beverages. Manufacturers that did establish operations in Brazil saw their products receive extraordinary and 
prolonged success due to the lower prices offered to Brazilian consumers when compared to more recent and 
highly taxed hardware. This was the case for Sega, which launched their Genesis console in Brazil under the 
name Mega Drive in 1990 following a partnership with national Brazilian company TecToy.3

Brazil’s first recognized game is Mônica no Castelo do Dragão which is a mod of the Sega game Wonder Boy in 
Monster World.

The low risks of developing games through contractual requests turn a significant portion of Brazilian developers 
to advergames and serious games, while the development of regular entertainment consumer products is 
delegated to a few risk accepting enterprises.

Due to affordability, smartphones and tablets are major platforms for gaming in the country. Sports and Action 
games are the most popular in Brazil.

1 ‘Poland - Economy | Britannica’ <https://www.britannica.com/place/Poland/Economy> [accessed 17 March 2021].
2 ‘Taking Gaming Seriously Has Paid off for Poland - Emerging Europe’ <https://emerging-europe.com/business/taking-gaming-seriously-has-paid-off-for-poland/> [accessed 17 March 
2021].
3 ‘The Market for Video Games in Brazil’ <https://techinbrazil.com/the-market-for-video-games-in-brazil> [accessed 17 March 2021].
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Brazil (cont.)

In 2022, gaming revenue in Brazil is expected to reach 
1.84 billion U.S. dollars, up from 1.5 billion in 2018. In 
2018, Brazil was the second-largest gaming market in 
Latin America, preceded only by Mexico and followed 
by Argentina. J.G. Navarro Feb 15 2021.1

WHAT ENABLED THE GROWTH OF THE GAMES INDUS-
TRY IN BRAZIL?2

• Beginning in 1969. Taito cloned and localised Ameri-
can pinball machines in Brazil bypassing restrictions 
on video game imports.

• Brazilian companies continued to make high-quality 
clones of consoles over the next few years (e.g. Gra-
diente’s Phantom System and Tectoy’s master Sys-
tem).

• Eventually, the popularity and prevalence of the 
high-quality clones among Brazilian consumers 
forced Nintendo to set up shop in Brazil. Brazil was 
the first location outside Japan to manufacture Nin-
tendo.

1 ‘Video Games Market Value Brazil 2022 | Statista’ <https://www.statista.com/statis-
tics/1076605/brazil-video-games-market-value/> [accessed 17 March 2021].
2 ‘Video Game History: How Clones Shaped Brazil’s Industry’ <https://www.redbull.
com/us-en/the-history-of-video-games-in-brazil> [accessed 17 March 2021].
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• Modding and piracy continued over the years due to prohibitively expensive costs of video games as well a 
desire to localise games for a Brazilian audience.

• CDs and the PlayStation 1 made piracy easier. Through this, affordable games were made accessible to many 
Brazilians.

• There are many mods of popular games that substitute components with features characters and features 
familiar to Brazilians (e.g. Counter Strike Rio map).

WHAT STALLED THE GROWTH OF THE GAMES INDUSTRY IN BRAZIL? 1

• Game console import prohibition and high taxes on video games despite great interest from Brazilian consumers.
• The burdening taxation led many of the largest video game manufacturers in the world to avoid entering the 

country’s market due to the difficulty of distributing their products.
• Similar instances of opposition by the Government.

ARE THERE ANY EVENTS THAT CATALYSED OR HINDERED THE GROWTH OF THE INDUSTRY?

• The presence of foreign manufacturers within Brazil.
• This increased the sale of consoles and games from legalised retailers.
• Nintendo ending console and game distribution in Brazil in 2015 due to high taxes and local policy restrictions.
• Universities offering game development related courses.
 
BRAZIL INDEPENDENT GAMES FESTIVAL (SINCE 2012)

• The first edition of the event had an expo and one conference track, featuring four sessions and 12 speakers. 
Around 4,000 attendees went to the show, with 20 companies taking part.

• By the fifth edition in 2016, the event had grown to 12 tracks with 129 sessions and 240 speakers. Overall there 
were 20,000 attendees and 273 companies at the show, 70 of them from other countries. The show helped 
bring in $19.1 million worth of business.

• Last year’s show grew to 15 tracks, 180 sessions and 403 speakers. It saw 36,300 attendees and 428 companies, 
125 of them from other countries. The total value of deals was less however at $3.6m.2

1 ‘Video Game History: How Clones Shaped Brazil’s Industry’.
2 ‘Brazil’s Games Industry Has More than Doubled in Four Years | Pocket Gamer.Biz | PGbiz’ <https://www.pocketgamer.biz/news/71077/brazils-games-industry-has-more-than-dou-
bled-in-four-years/> [accessed 17 March 2021].
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India

Historic location for the origin of board games and 
currently well known for well-educated engineer-
ing and technology workers. India has a burgeoning 
tech scene in Bangalore that is known as the “Silicon 
Valley of India” as it attracts technology businesses 
from around the world to set up shop.

India has historically been the birthplace of some 
of the most popular board games in the world such 
as Chess, Snakes and Ladders, and Pachisi.1 Pachisi 
is still very popular in India and many early mobile 
games were based on this game. Some early studios 
started in India include Dhruva Interactive founded in 
1997 and UTV Indiagames founded in 1999. Dhruva 
Interactive was sold and eventually merged with 
Rockstar India in May 2019. UTV India games were 
acquired by Disney in 2011.

1 ‘Ancient India: The Birthplace of Modern Game Design - Kill Screen’ <https://
killscreen.com/previously/articles/ancient-india-the-birthplace-of-modern-game-design/> 
[accessed 17 May 2021].
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WHAT ENABLED THE GROWTH OF THE GAME DEVELOPMENT INDUSTRY IN INDIA?1

• Opportunities to outsource work and the low cost of development in India is attractive for companies to out-
source work to the country.

• India has a strong Computer Science and Engineering education background.
• Mobile phone activity began to increase with smartphone penetration from around 2013.
• With the accessibility of mobile development, any developer could easily create and distribute games on smart-

phone platforms.
• Credit card penetration and net banking increasing in India made it possible to monetize mobile games and 

increased the profitability of mobile games.
• A large percentage of games made in India are made for Indians. For example, early cricket and pachisi based 

games on feature phones.
• Co-working spaces help support Indian start-ups and this includes game development studios.
• Events such as the NASSCOM Game Developers Conference (now India GDC), showcases, awards, and talks 

have provided positive motivation for the growth of game development in India.

WHAT STALLED THE GROWTH OF THE GAME DEVELOPMENT INDUSTRY IN INDIA?2

• In the 90s, India’s economic policies did not allow foreign-held companies to participate in the market –subse-
quently Nintendo had to license its consoles to a local vendor called Samurai.3

• A lack of investors.
• Game development focused talent in India is difficult to find.
• Art is considered a bottleneck for skills and talent in the game development process in India.

ARE THERE ANY EVENTS THAT HAVE CATALYSED OR HINDERED THE GROWTH OF THE INDUSTRY?

The banning of PUBG by the Indian Government created an interesting opportunity for developers to locally 
create their own version of the game.4 The game was promoted by famous Bollywood actor Akshay Kumar. The 
game FAU-G (Fearless and United Guards) was used to promote Indian nationalism. The game received over 
one million downloads on its debut. However, the game is currently facing criticism for being addictive and vio-
lent, which are among the prime reasons PUBG was banned in India.5 

1 Interview with various stakeholders in the Indian game development industry
2 ‘Tracing the Origins of Gaming in India: 8-Bit Cricket, Sega, and Cloning | NDTV Gadgets 360’ <https://gadgets.ndtv.com/games/features/tracing-the-origins-of-gaming-in-india-8-bit-
cricket-sega-and-cloning-640129> [accessed 17 May 2021].
3 ‘Tracing the Origins of Gaming in India: 8-Bit Cricket, Sega, and Cloning | NDTV Gadgets 360’ <https://gadgets.ndtv.com/games/features/tracing-the-origins-of-gaming-in-india-8-bit-
cricket-sega-and-cloning-640129> [accessed 17 May 2021].
4 ‘Not Just in India, PUBG Mobile Was Banned in These Countries in 2020’ <https://www.businesstoday.in/latest/trends/not-just-in-india-pubg-mobile-was-banned-in-these-countries-
in-2020/story/426454.html> [accessed 17 May 2021].
5 ‘#SaveYouthBanFauG Trending: Why Does The Public Want FAUG Banned After PUBG Mobile - MySmartPrice’ <https://www.mysmartprice.com/gear/saveyouthbanfaug-trending-
public-want-faug-banned-after-pubg-mobile/> [accessed 17 May 2021].
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India (cont.)

CURRENT STATE OF THE GAMES INDUSTRY IN INDIA

• There is a directory for game developers and 
studios in India that can be found at https://
gamedev.in

• No Government support specific to games. But 
states do offer benefits to start-ups that register 
in their region.

• Some art grants have been received by games 
related projects from the India Foundation for the 
Arts.1

• To make PC and console game development more 
viable in India, it is recommended that a large 
studio sets up shop within the country.

• Bangalore is the location for many tech companies 
and startups. Seen as the “Silicon Valley” of India. 
It is easy to hire technical talent in Bangalore 
and it’s considered a good location to set up 
companies. This can be considered a tech industry 
cluster or hub.

• EA Games and Glu Mobile have offices in 
Hyderabad.

• DSK Supinfocom used to be an institution in India 
that provided computer graphics education. The 
college is permanently closed now.

1 ‘Grant & Projects | India Foundation for the Arts’ <http://indiaifa.org/grants-and-pro-
jects.html?keys=game&tid=All&tid_1=All&date=All> [accessed 17 May 2021].

case studies
Sub-Saharan African Countries

Sub-Saharan African countries are fairly new to the game development industry. The increase in smartphone 
penetration and the availability of the Android platform for software development has directed much of the 
region’s focus to mobile game development. It should be noted that it is currently difficult to cite sources and 
research that gives statistics on growth factors and hindrances in emerging economies as data may not be 
available or have been made aware of publicly. There is a large potential of growth and fast changes in these 
emerging video game economies due to them being in their early stages of presence with not much being known 
at the moment.

Nigeria
A fast-moving tech ecosystem that missed an opportunity to capitalize on the interest around the video games 
scene in the mid-2010s.

Though it is difficult to find documentation on the history of the early game development industry in Nigeria, 
the first Game studios known are Chop Up, Kuluya, Maliyo Games and Gamsole, all studios founded in Nigeria 
as early as 2012. Of the studios listed, only Maliyo games is currently still actively working in the game develop-
ment space. Chop Up games, founded by Zubair Abubakar in 2012 managed to raise $100,000 in seed funding 
for their studio and created over 30 mobile games. Kuluya games received $250,000 from a series of western 
investors.

Currently, Aha Games, a Games as a Service platform, is the largest distributor for mobile games in Nigeria and 
aims to be the largest distributor in Africa.1

WHAT ENABLED THE GROWTH OF THE GAMES INDUSTRY IN NIGERIA?

• Mobile phone penetration is increasing in Nigeria.
• Currently, hardware-software partnerships with mobile phones such as Aha Games, a game platform that 

comes pre-installed on a variety of mobile devices in Nigeria and Africa. Aha Games currently hosts games 
from the following Nigerian studios: Chop Up, Maliyo Games, Nobi Games.2 

1 ‘AHA Games, Play More Live More’ <http://www.ahagamecenter.com/about.html> [accessed 17 March 2021].
2 Interview with Aha Games marketing representative
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Nigeria (cont.)

WHAT STALLED THEIR GROWTH?1

• Lack of cataloguing and documentation of Nigeria 
game development efforts.

• Not enough quality content is being made to drive 
the market forward

• According to Aha Games, the main challenge 
they have seen for games in Nigeria and Africa is 
distribution.

• Lack of monetisation options available during 
the growth of the industry. Online payment was 
stifled in Nigeria due to fears of fraud.2

• Lack of game development education in Nigeria.
• Dependency on organic user acquisition cannot 

compete with the popularity and marketing of 
other games.

1 Interview with Maliyo Games representative
 ‘African Videogames Level up | Games | The Guardian’ <https://www.theguardian.com/
technology/2013/sep/26/african-videogames-nigeria> [accessed 17 March 2021]. 2 

case studies
Kenya

A country that attracts many investors and partners in tech and consequently, game development is an area of 
interest for investors.

The first Kenyan game is recognised as Adventures of Nyangi made by Wesley Kirinya in 2007. This game was 
created with limited resources. All aspects of the game were created by Wesley by reading tutorials, with the 
exception of characters that were outsourced to the Czech Republic for $600. It was initially sold online for 
$9.95. The game was, however, inaccessible to most Kenyans due to restricted internet access that would allow 
users to get a hold of the then 700MB game. Kirinya then burned the game on CDs and sold the game in Kenyan 
shops. He later partnered with Ghanaian developer Eyram Tawiah to found Leti Arts.

NairobiX, a first-person PC game made by Andrew Kaggia in 2014, was another well-known game created by a 
Kenyan. It features the city of Nairobi in a sci-fi alien invasion scenario.1

There have been other games that have managed to gain notice in Kenya such as Ma3Racer by Planet Ruckus 
and Election Thief by University of Gamers. Brian Kinyua, lead developer at University of Games, managed to 
secure a $10,000 grant for a Kenya Game Developers initiative for Kenya’s ICT Board’s Tandaa Digital Content 
Grants in 2012.2 Gerald Kibugi of Elan Telemedia similarly won $25,000 for the game Tough Jungle that took 
the grand prize at the Safaricom Appstar Challenge in 2012 that featured several other games in the compe-
tition.3 There are a variety of Kenyan hobbyists working on games privately in a similar manner. A handful of 
game developers in Kenya also work privately for Games as Service companies outside Kenya.

Collaborators like Internet of Elephants and Usiku Games are founded by foreign individuals in Kenya and lev-
erage the skills of the young workforce.

1 ‘Andrew Kaggia: Meet the Man behind Nairobi X,Kenya’s First 3D Game’ <https://www.standardmedia.co.ke/entertainment/nainotepad/2000192428/andrew-kaggia-meet-the-man-
behind-nairobi-xkenyas-first-3d-game> [accessed 17 March 2021].
2 ‘Round 02 Grantees - Tandaa Kenya’ <https://sites.google.com/a/ict.go.ke/tandaa/grants-round01/grantees-round-02> [accessed 17 March 2021].
3 ‘Big Game: The Birth of Kenya’s Games Industry | Polygon’ <https://www.polygon.com/features/2013/7/3/4483276/kenya-games-industry> [accessed 17 March 2021].v
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case studies
Kenya (cont.)

WHAT ENABLED THE GROWTH OF THE GAMES INDUSTRY IN KENYA?1

•  Collaboration with countries around Africa is enabled by the fact that 30% of a business is required to 
be owned by Kenyans (as opposed to 50% in other countries). This allows the import of skills into Kenyan 
based companies.

• Recent events such as Global Game Jam, which Kenya has been participating in since January 2019, has 
enabled the visibility and growth of local talent. Community growth has also been assisted by game 
development meet-ups.

•  Shared spaces, tech incubators, support programs, and Government grants for ICT in Kenya.

WHAT STALLED THEIR GROWTH?2

• Lack of skilled game development workforce.
• Lack of funding opportunities.
• The challenge of monetising games.

ARE THERE ANY EVENTS THAT HINDERED OR CATALYSED THE GROWTH OF THE INDUSTRY?

• Covid has stopped collaborations and halted access to the newly launched Nairobi Game Development 
Centre. 

1 Interview with Kenyan game developer and Ludique Works representative
2 ibid
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