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Shout Out to Polyarc!



What is this talk about?

The game industry is in a constant state of change

● Technology Advancement

● Regulation Changes

● Labor Shifts

● Capital Market Movement

● Audience Expansion

● Fluctuating Product Trends



What is this talk about?

Game companies are also in a constant state of change

● You shipped your game

● Your game failed

● Your audience changed

● You pivoted your game to a new lead platform

● You lost some critical team members

● You hired a ton of people and your culture is changing



What is this talk about?

How do you manage changing, evolving, and growing your 

team, your studio, and yourself?

Lessons learned not just surviving growth and change, but 

thriving in it.

… Ok, it is just about surviving.



Disclaimer

● Every company is different

● Every team is different

● Every game is different

● Every person is different

● This is just another tool in the 

toolbox



Who is Proletariat Inc.?



Who is Proletariat Inc.?
● Started in November of 2012

● Grown to a 120 person studio

● Shipped 3 major new IP games

● Worked across over 7 different platforms

● Built games in both Unity and Unreal

● Constantly changed and grown



2012

How has Proletariat Changed?

Mobile

Unity

PC and Web

Unreal Engine and React

PC and Web

React

Mobile Mobile

5 People​ 5 People​

16 People​ 16 People​

33 People​

120 People​

20152013 2016 2017 2020

PC, PS4, Xbox One, 

Switch

Unreal Engine



Types of Change
● Adaptive Change

● Small changes over time, optimizations on established foundations

● Example: Hiring new team members onto existing teams 

● Transformational Change

● Dramatic and sometimes sudden changes to the foundation of your 

company, team, or yourself

● Example: Global pandemic, loss of funding, starting a new project

● This is often seen as a Pivot!



Change Theory Models



Simple Change Theory Model

Contemplate

Determine 
what you 

want to do

Plan

Figure out 
how you will 

do it

Act

Do the hard 
thing

Maintain

Keep Going!



Change is scary!
Change is scary because it rattles, 

damages, or destroys some or all of 

these

● Culture

● Meaning

● Safety

● Connections



Culture
● Culture cannot be controlled

● You can’t build culture, you must grow it

● If you’re not actively cultivating your culture, it is growing without you

● Shared Aspirational Identity 

● Who do we want to be?

● Habits

● What are we doing to get there?

● How are we doing those things?



Meaning
● Meaning is rarely one thing, but instead a portfolio

● Meaning is personal to everyone, and changes over time

● Mission

● Why does our company exist?

● What can we be the best in the world at?

● Who do we serve?

● Goals

● How do we know we’re successful?

● How can I impact the mission?



Safety
● Safety is critical to growth and change because both involve risk and vulnerability

● Trust in Leadership 

● Does leadership do what they say?

● Does leadership act with our best interest in mind?

● Psychological Safety

● What happens when I make a mistake?

● Am I incentivized to take risks?

● Can I speak up and challenge others?



Connections
● Connections are important for you, your team, and your company

● Connections exist both within your team and company, and outside of it

● Partners

● Who is in this together with you?

● Mentors

● Where can you go to ask for help?

● Who has had this same experience before?





Transformational Change at Proletariat

● 2012-2013 - Zynga Layoffs and Founding Proletariat

● 2015 - Pivot from Mobile to Streamline

● 2016-2017 - Streamline’s Failure and Raising a B Round

● 2018-2020 - Spellbreak’s Growth and Move to Cross-platform



Zynga Layoffs and Founding Proletariat



Zynga Layoffs and Founding Proletariat



Pursuit of Mobile



World Zombination



World Zombination Worldwide Release



Pivot from Mobile to Streamline



Streamline



Streamline Twitch Prime Launch



Streamline’s Failure and Raising a B Round



Finding Ourselves Again



Spellbreak



Spellbreak’s Growth and Cross-platform



Spellbreak’s Growth and Cross-platform



Spellbreak Worldwide Launch



Transformational Change at Proletariat

● 2012-2013 - Zynga Layoffs and Founding Proletariat

● Started a fucking a company

● 2015 - Pivot from Mobile to Streamline

● Moved from Unity to Unreal Engine, shifted genres, took on live stream 

entertainment

● 2016-2017 - Streamline’s Failure and Raising a B Round

● Massive failure, loss of key employees, nearly ran out of money

● 2018-2020 - Spellbreak’s Growth and Move to Cross-platform

● Quadrupled the team, released a console game, built full cross-platform cross-

play
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Celebrate And Mourn

● Give the team space and time

● Acknowledge what happened and 

that is change if coming

● Celebrate the wins

● Learn from the losses

● Do the post mortem work



Articulate Who You Want To Be

● Create a shared Aspirational 

Vision

● Make sure members of your team 

know why the company exists

● Connect their jobs to the big 

picture and communicate the 

impact of their work



Articulate Who You Want To Be

2013
2022



20162015

Articulate Who You Want To Be



Determine Who You Are Now

● Create a set of shared Core Values

● Provide guidance when leaders 

aren't present

● Act as a guidepost and a set of 

behavioral standards when decisions 

need to be made

● Answer the question, "How do things 

get done around here?“

● Set the basis for how the team will 

perform their habits and rituals

2012



Determine Who You Are Now

2018

2022



Build Contextual Intelligence

● Determine the factors impacting your 

company, team, or yourself

● Understand how you fit into this 

network

● Analyze your strengths and 

weaknesses

● Make an informed prediction for the 

future



Build Contextual Intelligence

2015 2015



Build Contextual Intelligence





Games We 
Should Make
• Audience Size
• Audience Addressability

Games We 
Could Make
• Team Experience
• Development Budget

Games We Want
To Make

Passion



Contemplate Phase

● Celebrate And Mourn

● Articulate Who You Want To Be

● Determine Who You Are Now

● Build Contextual Intelligence

● You know you need to change!

● You know what you want to 

change into!

Contemplate

Determine 
what you want 

to do

Plan

Figure out 
how you will 

do it

Act

Do the hard 
thing

Maintain

Keep Going!
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Don’t Go Alone

● Someone you know has probably done this 

before, ask them!

● Mentors can provide massive acceleration 

through advice, feedback, introductions and 

more

● Peers make great mentors

● Build these relationships, especially when 

you don’t need them



Establish Goals

● Objectives

● Meaningful

● Audacious

● Key Results

● Specific

● Timebound

● Attainable

● Measurable



Establish Goals



Establish Goals



Establish Goals



Build The Partner List

● Use contextual intelligence

● Talk to your mentors

● Don’t be afraid of long shots

● Determine when a partner is 

necessary versus preferred



The Best Laid Plans…



Plan Phase

● Don’t Go Alone

● Establish Goals

● Build The Partner List

● You know how to change!

Contemplate

Determine 
what you want 

to do

Plan

Figure out 
how you will 

do it

Act

Do the hard 
thing

Maintain

Keep Going!
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Decide Definitively With Action

● Be clear and transparent

● Acknowledge a change is 

happening

● Provide decision transparency

● You don’t need consensus but 

you do need commitment

● Move swiftly and accelerate



Use Habits To Build Momentum

● How you achieve your goals is 

important

● Reset the playbook

● Don’t be afraid to iterate

● Meeting bankruptcy is amazing, 

try it!



Give Everyone A Mission

● Momentum takes time to build

● The more mass you can get 

moving, the more momentum 

you can build

● Breadcrumb the goals to every 

group and individual



Run A Campaign

● Act on your partner list

● Prioritize the best fits first

● Customize your message

● Always have an ask

● Be a good partner



Act Phase

● Decide Definitively With Action

● Give Everyone A Mission

● Use Habits To Build 

Momentum

● Run A Campaign

● Your change has momentum! 

Contemplate

Determine 
what you want 

to do

Plan

Figure out 
how you will 

do it

Act

Do the hard 
thing

Maintain

Keep Going!
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Rigorously Judge Your Progress

● Analyze your progress on your 

goals

● Use contextual intelligence to 

ensure your goals are still 

valuable

● Adjust your habits as you learn

● Your company and team are 

more important than your 

products!



Constantly Communicate The Vision

● Make the vision clear

● Keep the vision consistent

● Constantly communicate the 

vision

● Reinforce the vision through 

every channel

● As a leader you should not be 

the only one responsible for 

communicating the vision



Demand Excellence, Eventually

● You won’t get it right the first 

time

● Set realistic expectations

● Look for incremental gains

● Demand excellence, seriously



Tend Your Network

● Update your partners and mentors

● Look for new opportunities

● Pay it forward

● Say thank you!



Maintain Phase

● Rigorously Judge Your 

Progress

● Constantly Communicate The 

Vision

● Demand Excellence, Eventually

● Tend Your Network

● Your change is sustainable! 

Contemplate

Determine 
what you want 

to do

Plan

Figure out 
how you will 

do it

Act

Do the hard 
thing

Maintain

Keep Going!



Lessons Learned Managing Change

Contemplate Phase

1. Celebrate And Mourn 

2. Determine Who You Are Now

3. Articulate Who You Want To Be 

4. Build Contextual Intelligence

Plan Phase

1. Don’t Go Alone

2. Establish Goals

3. Build the Partner List 

Act Phase

1. Decide Definitively With Swift Action 

2. Give Everyone A Mission

3. Use Habits To Build Momentum

4. Run A Campaign

Maintain Phase

1. Constantly Communicate The Vision

2. Rigorously Judge Your Progress

3. Demand Excellence, Eventually

4. Tend Your Network 



Lessons Learned Managing Change

Contemplate Phase

1. Celebrate And Mourn (Safety)

2. Determine Who You Are Now (Meaning)

3. Articulate Who You Want To Be (Culture)

4. Build Contextual Intelligence (Connections)

Plan Phase

1. Don’t Go Alone (Connections)

2. Establish Goals (Meaning)

3. Build the Partner List (Connections)

Act Phase

1. Decide Definitively With Swift Action (Safety)

2. Give Everyone A Mission (Meaning)

3. Use Habits To Build Momentum (Culture)

4. Run A Campaign (Connections)

Maintain Phase

1. Constantly Communicate The Vision 

(Culture)

2. Rigorously Judge Your Progress (Meaning)

3. Demand Excellence, Eventually (Safety)

4. Tend Your Network (Connections)



THANKS!
@sjsivak

seth@proletariat.com

Please donate to Nova Ukraine

https://novaukraine.org/



Change is scary!
Change is scary because it rattles, 

damages, or destroys some or all of 

these

● Culture

● Meaning

● Safety

● Connections



Bonus Round

1. Be Confident

2. Be Humble

3. Be Transparent



How has Proletariat Changed?
World Zombination
Realtime Action Strategy

Mobile using Unity

Streamline
Arena Parkour Sport Game

PC using Unreal Engine

Streamote
Interactive Viewer Platform

Web using React and Java Script



How has Proletariat Changed?

Stream Legends
Social Idle RPG

Web using Twitch 

Extensions

Spellbreak
Action Spellcasting Battle Royale

PC, Xbox, PlayStation, Switch using Unreal Engine



Resources



APPENDIX



Proletariat Offsite Q2 2017

● Aspiration

● Core Values



Change Theory Models



World Zombination Geolocked Release



Lessons Learned Managing Change

1. Celebrate and mourn (Safety)

2. Determine who you are now (Culture)

3. Articulate who you want to be (Culture)

4. Build contextual intelligence (Connections)

5. Reset the playbook (Culture)

6. Craft a plan (Meaning) 

7. Don’t go alone (Connections)

8. Decide definitively with swift action (Safety)

9. Be transparent (Safety)

10. Give everyone a mission (Meaning)

11. Use habits to build momentum (Culture)

12. Run a campaign (Connections)

13. Constantly communicate the vision 

(Meaning)

14. Rigorously judge your progress (Meaning)

15. Demand excellence, eventually (Safety)



Transformational Change at Proletariat

● 2012-2013 - Zynga Layoffs and Founding Proletariat

● 2014 - Geolocked Beta of World Zombination

● 2015 - Worldwide Release of World Zombination

● 2015 - Pivot from Mobile to Streamline

● 2016-2017 - Streamline’s Failure and Raising a B Round

● 2018-2020 - Spellbreak’s Growth and Move to Crossplatform



Chapter 0 – Hug the Sloth, Letter Rush

●Practice building something together

●Solidify a gold spike



Chapter 1 – World Zombination

●World Zombination did fine but not a massive hit

●CPI was scaling faster than we could improve LTV

●Mobile felt like an impossible challenge and that we had 

already taken our shot with WZ

●One thing that worked was influencer marketing

●How do we transfer the team from WZ to Streamline?

●What lessons did we learn in that transition?

●Determine who you are. It will change all the time!





Chapter 2 – Streamline, Streamote

●Needed to move from one team to two teams

●Had to create a web team where we had to no experience

●Had to navigate a 3 different business deals all tied to 

Amazon/Twitch

●Had to work with technology that was not ready yet

●Had to deal with massive failure, beyond anything we 

expected

●Had to navigate nearly running out of money

●Had to deal with team attrition







Chapter 3 – Throne, Ragnarok, Stream 

Legends

●Managing a discovery process

●Dealing with a loss of identity as a studio

●Navigating a difficult strategic period in the market

●Finding ways to rally the team to the new vision











95







98



99



Chapter 4 – Spellbreak

●Challenging yourselves to do something very difficult

●Managing team growth

●Managing player expectations and hype



Chapter 5 – ???

●Notes



Summary of Lessons Learned

1. Determine who you are

1. Core values and living them

2. Articulate who you want to be

1. Aspiration and vision

3. Build contextual intelligence

4. Decide definitively

5. Act swiftly

6. Be transparent

7. Let people mourn

8. Stay confident and humble

9. Build a team that can solve impossible 

problems

10. Communicate the vision

11. Give everyone a mission



How do we pick projects?

Opportunity
Work we should do
-Market Size
-Audience Addressability

Capability
Work we can do
-Budget
-Talent

Passion
Work we want to do


