
S
ingapore’s digital game development in-
dustry is burgeoning – after more than 12
years in the making.

And this growing ecosystem is giving
young people who are passionate about computer
games a chance to design and create them as a ca-
reer.

For one thing, the setting up of schools here,
such as the DigiPen Institute of Technology, which
offer degree programmes in computer game crea-
tion, has nurtured a band of young people armed
with specialised skills to bring the industry forward.

Some of DigiPen’s graduates join international-
ly recognised development studios such as Ubisoft
and Koei Tecmo, which started operations in Singa-
pore in 2008 and 2004 respectively, while others
forge their own destinies by setting up their own
independent game studios.

RISE OF THE CREATORS
Mr Tan Chek Ming, who is now the managing direc-
tor of DigiPen Singapore, worked in the Economic
Development Board (EDB) from 1985 to 2008.

In 1996, as director of the services development
division, he was tasked to grow Singapore’s digital
media industry. He said: “Education and industry
must reinforce one another. Without talent, there
will be no industry projects and if there are no in-
dustry projects, there will be no demand for tal-
ents.

“At the EDB, we were always confounded with
the chicken and egg problem when starting a new
industry. In this case of the digital media industry,
which came first? The education or industry compo-
nent?”

He and his EDB team then set out to attract
companies such as Koei Tecmo, Lucasfilm and
Ubisoft to Singapore to kick-start the industry here
and, at the same time, brought in schools such as
DigiPen, which could “create the talents needed
to make computer games and support the digital
media industry”.

Said Mr Olivier de Rotalier, 40, managing direc-
tor of Ubisoft Singapore who moved here in 2008
to start the offshoot of the main studio: “Singa-
pore has a lot of good talent due to its good educa-
tion system.”

He observed that Ubisoft’s Singapore studio
was the fastest growing of its 29 studios worldwide
because it could attract the most talent.

Today, while countries such as Japan and the
United States are more closely associated with the
gaming industry, the Singapore arms of gaming in-
dustry leaders are increasingly responsible for cre-
ating significant portions of well-known titles, such
as Ubisoft’s Assassin’s Creed computer game se-
ries.

It is a far cry from back then when Singapore

had few local digital media creative talents.
“Eight years ago, there was almost no one in Sin-

gapore with game design experience. Most locals
were junior employees. However, they gained ex-
perience and climbed up the ranks. Collaborations
with schools also helped a lot. Our aim is to devel-
op the local team because that is the most sustaina-
ble,” said Mr De Rotalier.

Giving local game creation talent a boost was
the establishment of the DigiPen Institute of Tech-
nology in Singapore in 2008, a move to solve the
issue of a skilled and trained workforce for this sec-
tor. It is well-known for training students interested
in game development and design in Redmond,
Washington. There, it is credited for contributing
to the growth of the gaming industry in the US.

In a 2007 interview with The Straits Times, a
year before it opened its doors to students here,
DigiPen president Claude Comair said that the fu-
ture of Singapore’s games creation industry also
depended on its acceptance. Parents, he felt, did
not see computer games as a viable career option
at the time.

HATCHING YOUNG TALENT
In Singapore, DigiPen’s first international branch
campus currently has a total enrolment of close to
800. Its annual intake has gradually increased over
the years – from about 50 students in its first co-
hort in 2008, to about 260 who matriculated last
year.

From its initial two degrees offered in 2008, it
now offers five – the fifth being a joint degree of-
fered with the Singapore Institute of Technology.

DigiPen’s degree programmes include a bach-
elor of science in computer science in real-time in-
teractive simulation – the most academically rigor-
ous and computer programming focused. There is

also the bachelor of fine arts in digital art and ani-
mation – the most “artistic” course where students
are trained to create digital media with tools used
in modern studios.

Polytechnic grads – some who may already have
taken some courses related to game design –
make up the majority of its intake, with 5 to 10 per
cent of its students coming from junior colleges
and pre-university schools.

Graduates from DigiPen interviewed by IN
spoke of its rigorous coursework which ensures
that students gained applicable skills.

Said Mr Howard Sin, 28, who has a diploma in
digital entertainment technology from Nanyang
Polytechnic (NYP), before entering DigiPen in
2010: “You come into the game industry, thinking
it’s all fun and games. You come to schools, NYP
and DigiPen, then you get a shock.”

Using a gaming analogy to compare the curricu-
lum in polytechnic to that at DigiPen, Mr Sin, who
works in his own independent studio and is an ad-
junct lecturer at NYP, said: “You went from inter-
mediate level to insane mode in just one jump.”

Mr Andre Pong, 27, who enrolled in DigiPen in
2011, said having to master a range of skills re-
quired to make a game, contributed to the “gruel-
ling” nature of the course work.

“Game development is a multi-disciplinary in-
dustry, and the three main disciplines are art, pro-
gramming and design... Despite the fact that we
have courses that specialise in each, the curriculum
encourages us to be trained in other disciplines as
well to have an appreciation of that.”

Up to 30 per cent of a cohort may drop out due
to the extensive workload – including projects
each semester, which are judged using industry-lev-
el standards during assessments.

The upside is that students who graduate have
a portfolio of real work, some of which have gar-
nered awards at conferences or which they can
build upon for games that can be commercially re-
leased.

GOING SOLO
The gaming development ecosystem here has
grown enough that those who choose to strike out
on their own now feel like they have a fighting
chance.

Their aim: to create a blockbuster title that will
gain recognition in its own right, rather than work-
ing for an established company on its game con-
cepts.

For local indie game studios, such as Oddity Stu-
dios and Rotten Mage, working on creating their
own games is about pursuing passions.

Among them is the group known as Gattai
Games. Even in their undergrad days, the group’s
members were picking up industry awards for their
horror game Lurking, first created for a school
project.

Mr Justin Ng, 27, one of the group’s members,
said: “One of my team’s driving force is that we
want to be creators.

“In Singapore, we are good at apeing other
things, but we are not strong in creating some-
thing of our own yet. Being independent gives us
the freedom to create whatever we want.”

For others, such as Mr Sin, who formed 4EVA
Studios, it is also about helping to push the growth
of the industry: “My hope is that more investors
have confidence to invest in Singapore-made
games. To do this, we need to produce more good
games to give them confidence.”

TURN TO PAGES 12 AND 13 TO FIND OUT
ABOUT TWO LOCAL INDIE STUDIOS

AND THEIR CURRENT PROJECTS

David got his wife hooked on SimCity Buildit,
and now she is a bigger builder than he is.
Yiying remembers playing the Alley Cat
computer game as a kid, which probably sparked
her fondness for all things feline.

M
C

I (P
) 0

5
3
/0

2
/2

0
1
7

ST ILLUSTRATION JASTER NGUI

GAME INDUSTRY
LEVELLING UP

FEATURE

After a decade of incubating talent
and attracting overseas expertise,
the gaming landscape here is
starting to bear fruit. DAVID TAY
and ANG YIYING report

PROGRAMMER
There is no game
without the
software and it is
your job to create
it with high-quality
code to bring to
life all the design
elements your team
dreams of.

GRAPHICS ARTIST
Style is what makes a game stand
out and your role is to create
eye-catching visuals that not only
look stunning but also add to a
player’s total gaming experience.

FEATURE

LEVEL DESIGNER
You are involved in
how the game flows
and gameplay. Your
role is to inject
emotions and
interesting in-game
interactions to
immerse a player in
the game.
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FANCY A
CAREER
IN GAME
DEV?
Here are some
roles you can
work towards.

“One of my team’s driving force is
that we want to be creators... In
Singapore, we are good at apeing
other things, but we are not strong
in creating something of our own
yet. Being independent gives us the
freedom to create whatever we
want.”
Mr Justin Ng, 27, one of the founders of independent
game developer Gattai Games

PROJECT
MANAGER
If you do not
have the
technical chops
but are a pro at
organising and
communicating,
you are just the
“glue” needed to
pull together all
the departments
to make sure the
game delivers on
schedule.
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