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Good afternoon, everyone – it’s good to be here at this year’s GDC Production Summit.  My name is Richard Lemarchand, and I’m a Lead Game Designer at Naughty Dog.  I was the Co-Lead Game Designer on Uncharted 2: Among Thieves, and I worked as Lead Game Designer on the last three Naughty Dog projects.  However, in one sense I’m as much a producer as I am a game designer, as I’ll explain in a moment.
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Naughty Dog, as you might know, is a medium-sized game studio of about 120 people, based in Santa Monica in Southern California.   We were founded in the mid-1980s by Jason Rubin and Andy Gavin, who formed the company while they were still in high school.  The guys went on to have their first hit with Crash Bandicoot, which became the Sony PlayStation’s de facto mascot character game. We went on to make the Jak and Daxter series of storytelling action games, which were big hits for us on the PlayStation 2, and Sony Computer Entertainment bought Naughty Dog in 2001.
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A few years later Andy and Jason left to pursue other projects, and long-time Naughty Dogs Evan Wells and Christophe Balestra now lead the studio as Co-Presidents.We have sold over 40 million games in the lifetime of the company, adding up to well over a billion dollars in retail sales.
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Continuing our tradition of creating a new IP for every new platform that we work on, we shipped Uncharted: Drake’s Fortune for the PlayStation 3 in 2007, which introduced the world to the adventurous fortune hunter Nathan Drake.  
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Last fall we shipped the latest installment of Nate’s adventures: Uncharted 2: Among Thieves.  I’m very pleased to say that Uncharted 2 has been an enormous success for us, receiving a very warm welcome from both press and public.  We’re very proud of all the honors we received, and extremely grateful to everyone at Naughty Dog, Sony and our partners and friends elsewhere, who helped our game to become such a big hit.
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Today I’m giving you a version of a talk that I gave at the DICE conference last month - can I see a quick show of hands for how many people have already heard this talk, either at DICE or online on G4?Well, I’ve definitely got my work cut out for me this afternoon.I want to try and convince you of something that you might not want to hear, and which will probably sound radical. What I want to talk you into is the idea that the only way to get the very best out of the game developers you work with is to empower them to organize themselves, to be open and candid in your communication with them, and to trust them to do a good job. 
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We are notorious at Naughty Dog for working in a very fast and loosely structured way, but we always manage to fly by the seat of our pants without making a horrible mess (most of the time anyway), and Naughty Dog’s development philosophy has a number of unique attributes that we think help us to maintain the high standards of game quality that people know us for. The design of our games comes together in a way that gives some producers the creeps, but that anyone who has a few quality projects under their belt usually recognizes as the way that most good games actually get made.
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We start with a preproduction period – Uncharted 2’s lasted for about the first six months of our 22-month development cycle – and during preproduction time we don’t have anything in the way of conventional deadlines or deliverables.  So our preproduction period is a very free-form time where we conduct brainstorms, talk about gameplay and story ideas, make lots of concept art and pre-visualization animations, and do as much prototyping of gameplay as we can with whatever tools and engine we happen to have on hand.
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By the end of preproduction we have created one of the most important documents of the project, and our only deliverable for the preproduction period: a short spreadsheet that we call our Macro design. The Macro design is basically a list of the game’s levels and corresponding story beats.  It shows the locations that the game will visit, what play mechanics are used in each level and whether they’re core mechanics or special gameplay sequences, like a vehicle sequence.  It shows the enemies that the player will encounter, and what allies will accompany the hero on each stage of the journey. 
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So the Macro is something like a game design document, but it’s a lot more concrete than any 100-page game design ever written at the end of preproduction, because it has enough of a level of abstraction that you don’t waste time devising details that later get changed. Its strength lies in its focus on special moments and in its skeletal simplicity. The Macro design for Uncharted 2 was just 70 rows long, was completed in April 2008, and showed the structure of the game that we shipped a year and a half later almost exactly, to within 5 or 10%.
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Once we’re out of preproduction, we go into full production, and then our project starts to run more like a conventionally scheduled game development project. The Macro design has given us enough detail to schedule out the project, and we use the creation of the game’s levels as a backbone of schedule for everything else to hang off, since creating the environments makes up a major proportion of our asset creation effort.  So we draw up a simple schedule for the environment art in a spreadsheet, blocking out weeklong chunks of time for our environment art groups.
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Then we need to do what we call the “micro design” for the project.  That is, all the “nitty-gritty” detailed design work that needs to be done to create the game: level layout, mechanics development and so on. We do this “micro design” work on a “just in time” basis, a bit like Gromit laying out the tracks ahead of himself in The Wrong Trousers. 
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We’ve usually gotten a leg up with the Micro Design during preproduction, and usually – though not always – we’ve gotten far enough ahead of the team to be able to move forward smoothly. I think that this is another part of the way we work that scares some producers and seems like a really “seat of the pants” way to do things, even though it’s the way that a lot of game development happens in truth. 
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So that’s really it as far as the basics of our approach goes.  If it sounds pretty loose, that’s because it’s loose to the point of occasionally nearly coming apart at the seams. But of course playing fast and loose like this doesn’t work in a vacuum.  We inherited and have worked hard to preserve a unique studio culture which I believe is the only thing that makes it possible for us to work effectively in the way that we do, while ensuring that the only train wrecks we have are the ones actually in the game. So I’d like to tell you about three important areas of our studio culture: I’ll talk about things to do with our Organization, our Communication, and our Cross-disciplinary Collaboration.



Organizational Culture
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Let’s start with how we organize ourselves at Naughty Dog. So perhaps the most unusual thing about us, as a medium-sized game developer in 2010, and probably the most notorious thing, is that we don’t have anyone at all at the studio that has the job title of producer.(This is the point at which my colleagues predicted that you’d bum-rush me and drag me off the stage.)
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That doesn’t mean that we don’t have a lot of respect for production as a discipline – we have great producers at Sony Computer Entertainment who are very important in helping us put our games together and bring them to market. And of course we do a lot of production work at Naughty Dog. You can’t make a game as large and complex as Uncharted 2 without a lot of planning and organization. But we don’t have anyone at Naughty Dog whose only job is to manage other people. Even Evan and Christophe, our co-presidents, who spend a lot of their time running the studio and the project, pitched in and helped build parts of Uncharted 2.  Evan did a lot of game design work, and Christophe wrote the network code for our multiplayer game.
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We also have very little in the way of hierarchical structure at Naughty Dog.  Uncharted 2 had a Game Director, Bruce Straley, whose main focus was gameplay and day-to-day production of the playable parts of the game, and we also had a Creative Director, Amy Hennig, who focused on story.  She was the head writer for the project, and she organized our performance capture process.  Those guys, of course, had to keep completely in lockstep as they discussed and created our game’s design, and they were the final authors of our Macro.  They also worked directly with our Co-Presidents to make all the major decisions about the project.
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Below the Directors are simply a bunch of discipline leads like me, often two leads per discipline with varying specialties. We have two IT guys and three people covering HR and operations, and the leads directly manage the rest of the team.   That’s it for hierarchy at Naughty Dog.
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So rather than having dedicated producers, each game we make at Naughty Dog is produced by the people working directly on it – by our game designers, team leads, programmers, Game Directors, and ultimately, by our Co-Presidents.   In fact anyone who wants to step up and take responsibility for some aspect of the game is encouraged to do so, and is empowered to simply start organizing.  No one at Naughty Dog will ever get told off for trying to get something done – we might occasionally redirect someone’s organizational energy if we’re in danger of doing things out of order, but we never, ever slap down that will to get busy. This is a fundamental thing about our team culture: everyone at all levels of the company works directly on building the game.  
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Now I certainly don’t want to give you the impression that this is an anti-producer talk, the way it was reported in some places after DICE.  It may be an anti-bad producer  talk, but I’m sure that doesn’t include anyone in this room.But I do want this to sink in for a moment, the fact that no one only manages and that everyone, even our Presidents, are helping build out the game, because we think it underpins pretty much everything about the success of our studio, and works in our favor on several different levels. For a start it helps us stay very focused on the realities of what we’re making, in terms of whether or not the game we’re making is fun yet, and whether the assets are up to snuff in terms of their quality. 
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No one at Naughty Dog will ever sign off on an asset or a feature that isn’t up to scratch, just because the schedule says it’s time to do so, because the people with the responsibility for the sign-off are the same creative people actually making the game and they’re naturally personally invested in achieving excellence.   And that’s not to say that slipping deadlines is an option for us – it’s just a question of making informed, rational decisions about where our available effort needs to be focused.
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It also works in our favor because our discipline leads know from first-hand experience how long a particular job should be taking, because they’re doing the same work themselves, and that puts them in a better position to manage other people.  They know what kinds of dependencies exist in the work, and what kind of problems might arise, and so are better equipped to manage their teams.   It’s very easy to lose touch with these facts in an industry like ours if you’re not doing hands-on work, because technology and methods evolve so incredibly quickly. It is sometimes challenging to find the mental bandwidth to both manage and contribute directly to a project, but it’s also a great way to keep that ‘artisan’s passion’ that made the lead such a great leader in the first place.  Our leads are also expected to delegate, our course, and that’s where devolving production responsibility to anyone on the team who’s up for it really comes into play.
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In the sense that we encourage people to organize themselves and to pick up jobs that they’re passionate about, Naughty Dog is a "do-ocracy".  A do-ocracy is a slang term for an organizational structure that’s emerged in places like volunteer work, in which individuals choose roles and tasks for themselves and execute them. Responsibilities attach to people who do the work, rather than to people appointed by some authority, possibly arbitrarily.
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As you can imagine, this very naturally creates a team culture that is meritocratic.  It doesn’t matter if you’re the most junior person on the team – if you start to work on something off your own bat, and get good results, then your passion, ability and increased contribution naturally draws more and more responsibility to you.  We often say at Naughty Dog that people only get formally promoted to a role if they’ve already been filling that role for quite some time. It seems true that meritocratic business cultures also naturally have some of the strongest networks of leadership, because the people who take up leadership roles are there because they have the respect and the trust of the people that they’re organizing.  
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We’ve hired fairly slowly and carefully over the years, and we try and make sure that each person we hire is as much of a perfect fit for our team as possible; not only in terms of the match between their skills and the role that we need filling, but also in terms of a temperamental fit.  Either thing on its own isn’t enough – we need people who can adapt to our often-hectic environment, and who will keep cool under pressure. However, once we have hired someone, we make it a point to trust them to do what we’ve hired them to do.  Micromanagement is usually the enemy of excellence, of course, and our outlook is that if we’ve chosen someone because we believe that they can walk the same walk as us, we’d better trust them to exceed our expectations in the same way that we all trust each other. And when you invest trust in someone, nearly everyone naturally returns that trust, and our organization becomes that much stronger.
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So, it seems clear to us that the way to bring out the very best in people, and to help them to outstrip even the highest expectations, is simply to match tasks with people who are passionate about doing them, to invest those same people with the responsibility for getting their work done, and then trusting them to do it.



Communication Culture
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So now let’s talk a bit about how we communicate with each other at Naughty Dog.Another famous aspect of the way we work is that we encourage everyone in the studio to contribute ideas and constructive criticism to the design of what we’re working on.   It doesn’t matter who you are – if you see something in the game that you think could be better, you’re encouraged to go and find whoever is working on that part of the game and tell them what you think.
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Evan and Christophe lead in this regard by making sure that they’re almost always available to anyone who wants to speak to them, and people know that they can always approach anyone at any level of the company to talk about whatever aspect of the game, or the production process, is on their mind. The people on the receiving end of the constructive criticism – including and perhaps especially our game designers - are obliged to take the time to listen to what their teammates have to say, and to talk through the issues being raised, even if the outcome of the discussion is a disagreement that will later be resolved by a Lead, a Director or a Co-President.
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Now it takes a great deal of energy from everyone to make this ideal work, and every day we have to make a conscious effort not to assume that the problems we see in the game are necessarily getting taken care of.  If we do see something that we think is broken, we get off our asses and go and find someone to talk to about it.   We don’t just send one email or put it on a list, either; we have to keep chasing it down – and not stop chasing it down – until we see that it’s fixed in the game with our own two eyes. Of course this means things that suck about the design, or things that have been implemented but that aren’t working very well in the game, either get taken out of the game or fixed, because people from all round the team will be beating down the door of whoever’s responsible, every single day.
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One way that we try to defend against the potential downside of straight-talking criticism is by making it a rule that we never, ever get personal.   We try to stay very focused on the objective facts about the game whenever we’re giving feedback to each other, even in the heat of what might be an impassioned argument about some game mechanic, and we have a kind of informal contract between us all, that we won’t get bent out of shape, and will keep in mind that we’re all working together towards greatness.
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Of course this culture of open communication also strengthens our team as a whole.  Because we’re open and honest with each other every day – and we don’t hoard information or opinions – we become more accountable to one another, and come to trust each other even more. So when our team hits a crisis, we can react flexibly as a group, because of this trust, rather than splintering into factions.  Teams that lack trust between their members and that are bogged down in bureaucracy or office politics are much more prone to paralysis than teams where mutual respect and an honest understanding of each other’s strengths and weaknesses lead to the ability to respond rapidly to change. And of course, at the end of the day, that’s what game development is all about.
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Now, we don’t get our studio culture from a list of rules written down, or because some manager says it’s so.  We get it from the fact that the people at the very top of our organization model these behaviors that we know work best.   If your managers are doing the same work as you in a good style that you can see is working well, it’s natural that you would adopt their same good habits, and when you’re modeling healthy, constructive working methods, your good example circulates and propagates very naturally through the team around you, including, very importantly for maintaining team culture, to new hires.   The secret truth of all organizations is that it’s very much a case of do as I do, not as I say.



Cross-disciplinary,
Collaborative Culture
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The third and final part of Naughty Dog’s studio culture and development philosophy that I want to tell you about is Cross-disciplinary Collaboration.This is something that’s very important to us.  As you walk around Naughty Dog you’ll very often see two or more people from different disciplines sitting together at a development station, working on some aspect of the game.  
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And when we think about an animator and a programmer sitting together and working on something, they’re not just working on the animation and code aspects of that thing.  They’re possibly or probably working on the totality of its design and production, and are going to ask their teammates for sound effects, visual effects and so on. Our designers understand this, and they know that by not being possessive of the design, by trusting their teammates to participate in the design, they are helping to strengthen it, even at the cost of occasional missteps.  
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Working closely together like this in a sustained way over a long time was how our game designers, in-game animators and programmers put together the complex playable set pieces that are some of the most talked-about things in Uncharted 2.  No one discipline could have created the collapsing hotel or the game of cat-and-mouse that Drake plays with the tank – it’s only through cross-disciplinary collaboration that the magic really happens.
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We have a big focus on face-to-face communication because it’s quicker and more efficient. We hate having formal meetings, though, so most of our game design process takes place collaboratively by people from different disciplines talking to one another informally at their desks while looking at the game.  This kind of informal, ad-hoc meeting process is at the very heart of the way we work. 
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We laid out of office in a very open-plan way, with groups of desks arranged into pods in large open areas.  By doing this, we’ve engineered the kind of impromptu discussions I’ve been describing into the physical layout of our studio. It’s possible to see what’s on everyone’s TVs or monitors from a long way away down the room.  If people are standing there talking about what’s on the screen and you’re interested, you can simply walk up and start participating in the conversation. Natural social dynamics like not talking over others usually prevent people from cutting in inappropriately or derailing a conversation that’s in mid-flow, and we’ve found that this simple choice of an office that’s nearly all open-plan has made an enormous contribution to enabling a collaborative dynamic at Naughty Dog.
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Now all of this ad-hoc collaboration is not without some risks. As I say, we communicate and often make important decisions on the fly, and we only do just enough documentation to keep track of everything that’s going on.  We don’t have a formalized sign-off process, and we don’t always stop to say “let’s make sure that we get everyone in the room who needs to be here to make this decision.”   This can mean that people can get briefly out of the loop or get their toes stepped on and as a result everyone has to be a little more thick-skinned than might be usual.  People who are precious about their work or who respond aggressively to constructive criticism generally don’t thrive at Naughty Dog.
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So those are some of the things we believe in at Naughty Dog.  I hope it all sounds rather messy and chaotic, because it is, and it does make for a challenging work environment, sometimes.  But at the end of the day, we believe that we’re messy in a good way.  The upsides in terms of quality and, perhaps even more importantly, getting things done quickly, far outweigh the downsides in terms of the extra effort it takes to make things work, and our results hopefully speak for themselves. I don’t want to give you the impression that we just make good games in our own sweet time, either – we’re very proud of the fact that we’ve never missed a deadline in the history of the company.
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Admittedly, it might only be possible for us to work this way because the majority of the developers at Naughty Dog are fairly senior, self-starting, and very passionate about what they do. I briefly wanted to let you know that I wrote this presentation more with an intended audience of publishers and studio heads, rather than in-the-trenches producers, in mind – I think that a lot of you are probably already working in the ways that I’m describing.We also think that our approach probably only works well with groups of up to about 150 people.  Larger than that, and our ad-hoc communication approach starts to break down.So you’ll have to decide for yourself whether working in any of the ways that I’ve described today is right for your team. But if I had a few final pieces of advice, they would be these.
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Now, it may not work for you to have a production quite as loose as ours.  Many people need some help to get organized.  But I would encourage you to devolve as much responsibility onto artisans – the developers constructing the pieces of the game – as you possibly can.   If you have people at your studio who have become alienated from the production process and who are losing faith in the production, or if your games are coming out on time and to budget, but they seem clunky or wooden, then consider investing your artisans with more responsibility for the things they’re working on. Game designers, in particular, are good candidates when you’re looking to shift responsibility towards a team.  Game design and production are natural fits, and game designers are nature’s neurotransmitter for a game team, since they spend their whole time running between programmers, artists and everyone else, in order to get anything done.
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Here’s another bit of advice. Everyone in every senior role at Naughty Dog has a track record of making a practical contribution to great games, because we believe that in order to manage the creation of great video games, the people running the show have to know in a first-hand way how to make great games. I believe this is true in any craft, but it’s particularly true in entertainment.  In movies and TV it’s very rare to find a really good producer who has not, at some time, been a writer, a director or involved in some creative capacity in a production.
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Hopefully our culture of open communication is an attainable goal, if the people at the most senior levels of your studio are modeling it.  One thing to add is that it’s a truism that one of the most valuable and most frequently overlooked communication skills is being able to listen.Unfortunately, many managers fail to listen. They don’t listen to what their team is telling them about the state of the project, sometimes because they don’t like what they’re hearing.  But you can’t dodge reality, and the only way of getting in touch with it is to listen to what people have to say about what they see and what they think. Also, listening doesn’t mean not having an opinion.  If you disagree with what someone is telling you, you owe it to them to tell them so, and to explain why.  But you can’t disagree honestly if you don’t listen and participate in the dialogue. 



“In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, 

in the expert’s there are few”

- Suzuki Roshi

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Looking back, one of the keys to the success of Uncharted 2 was that we continued to keep an open mind about process, adopting only those processes and designs that were really working and jettisoning those that didn’t.   Another was finding a balance between being tenacious about everything we approached – never giving up even when something seemed like it would be impossible to do – and knowing when to pull the plug on plans that weren’t coming to fruition.  In a big hierarchical organization it might be impossible for those principles to find expression everywhere on the team; but with a nimble, networked organization like ours, anything is possible.
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Weta Workshop is, as you know, the New Zealand effects company famed for its work on Lord of the Rings.  They raised the bar for the creative art of filmmaking yet again over the holidays with their absolutely stellar work on Avatar, creating an amazingly beautiful and realistic world inside their computers, and showing incredibly nuanced and detailed emotions on the faces of their virtual characters. Richard Taylor is the founder and head of Weta Workshop, and while he was accepting an award in New Zealand about a year ago he said something very interesting, that I wanted to share with you in closing. He said that they can only achieve the things they achieve at Weta if they find people that have, in strict order of importance Passion – Enthusiasm – Tenacity - And then, and only then, talent



Passion
Enthusiasm
Tenacity
Talent
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So I’d urge you to consider our firmly held belief that when game developers are empowered to be responsible for the work that they’re doing, and the creative direction that they and their team are taking, in the way that they are at Naughty Dog, their passion and enthusiasm will flourish, and their tenacity and talent can realize its full potential. So maybe it’s time for you to start flying by the seat of your pants.  Please don’t send us your dry-cleaning bills, though. 
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Thanks very much for your time.
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