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1 FEATURE | Outsourcing

MotorStorm 2 developer Evolution
Studios outsources to Eastern
Europe, America and the UK. "I've
| 5 i and China, but
we're using”

“With a large, well established local film
industry, a strong technical reputation and
a universal use of English in business, India
remains the prime outsourcing provider,
and will continue as such,” says Roncarelli.
“China appears to be a strong contender for
outsourcing. But government controls, local
participation mandates, political agendas and
language barriers continue to be deterrents.”
That said, some companies have had
success tapping into the Chinese talent base.
Both Spine3D and Massive Black have enjoyed
success in China, to the point where they've
established satellite studios over there. “We
found the balance between quality, speed
and work ethic to be ideal," says Leon. “There

ANDY GAHAN, ART/CUTSOURCE MANAGER, EVOLUTION STUDIOS

were other studios in Russia and Brazil that
offered higher levels of precision, but we had
difficulties with reliability and pricing. ”
“Chinese artists definitely have a strong
aptitude for 3D, which is natural given their
country’s historical strength in manufacturing
and production as well as traditional sculpture
and drawing," adds Manley. “For Massive Black,
it was a no-brainer to grow there.”

While outsourcing vendors are targeting all the
key sectors within the CG industry, it's worth
noting that the options available vary between
the visual effects and animation, gaming and
architectural visualisation fields, as well as
between projects of different scale. Work on
commercials tends not to be outsourced, for
example, because of the short deadlines.

"One of the hardest things to outsource
is concept art,” says Harrison. “If you're going
to send this to a vendor, be prepared to do
revisions with lots of back and forth, and try to
keep the brief watertight.”

“It's always a challenge to figure out what
a client wants with concept work,” agrees
Manley. “Dealing with ‘we need 20 underwater
characters that are edgy, fashionable and come
from the year 2040, just after the second
apocalypse’ isn't easy when even the client
isn't sure what that means.”
HORSES FOR COURSES
Outsourcing has always been well suited to
grunt work, of course. In the visual effects
industry, this has led to a strong focus on
sending tasks such as roto and matchmoving
out-of-house. But, increasingly, more complex
3D tasks such as modelling, rigging and
animation are being outsourced. Manley
reckons 3D work, though it's demanding,
is actually probably the easiest thing to
outsource. “It's not too difficult to hand over
photos, precise concept drawings, and tech
specs and say ‘'make this""

Animation for games is still at a
relatively simple stage and so is easier to deal
with, but at the higher level - on animated
series and feature-length CG cartoons,
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FIVE-POINT PLAN:
SMALL STUDIOS

HOW TO GRAB YOUR SHARE OF
THE GROWING QUANTITY OF
OUTSOURCED PROJECTS

Ol BE LOCAL

Outsourcing studios in the West
can make the most of their location, both
for winning projects and for recruiting.
“Talent is talent, no matter where you
go in the world, but being in Europe has
helped us attract artists from all over
the world, while the same cultural
understanding has given us a leg up,”
says Bettina Kast at Streamline Studios.

BE VISIBLE
O E Get your name known by

actively participating in the CG
community. “We teach and help in the
industry because we find it to be one of
. the most fulfilling parts of our work,”
says Jason Manley of Massive Black. “It's
kind of a ‘pay it forward’ mentality.”

BE RELIABLE
03 “A good vendor should be

somebody you can trust,” says Rajesh
Rao at Dhruva Interactive. “In eight
years, we've never once needed a client
here on site. If outsourcing becomes
management-intensive, it drives costs
up, and the whole idea becomes a
pointless excersise for the client.”

BE COST-EFFECTIVE

O LI' You may not have access to a
cheaper workforce, but there are other
ways to remain competitive. “It was clear

. from the beginning that we wouldn’t be
able to survive in the UK with large

| offices and a lot of staff,” says Gavin

| ] Rothery at Think Tank. “Instead, we
opted for a decentralised set-up, with
artists working remotely.”

SELL YC PROXI
O 5 Emphasise your close
communication to potential clients
worried about sending work across the
world. “Our entire team is available

during UK working hours,” points out
Chris Morland at 3DCS.
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for example - cultural problems can again arise.
Artists in countries less familiar with Western
cartoon and acting styles can find it difficult
to adapt. “India has a very different aesthetic
when it comes to animation,” says Gareri.
“There are nuances to the performances in
Western work that can make it very tricky.”
When it comes to visualisation, it's the
modelling work that is the most complex
element. It's not enough for a model to look
good: it also need to be architecturally correct.
While there have been isolated instances when
Western clients have had problems with sub-
standard model work, Spine3D’s Leon says this
is the one area where it makes perfect sense to
outsource, provided a capable vendor is used.
“This phase of the project is mostly
technical and can be easily performed by
artists with proper training and the ability
to read the plans in the language they are
written,” he explains. “The parts you probably
don't want to outsource are the final touches in
post-production, which define your style.”
Outsourcing isn't a simple, one-size-fits-
all option. Not only does the suitability of
outsourcing each task vary wildly from project
to project, but what works for one client may
not be suitable for another. Furthermore,
outsourcing is a tool that requires time, effort
and understanding to utilise correctly. “You
can't just expect to press a button and start
outsourcing,” says Rajesh Rao. “How much time
you spend preparing is key."
“You need to plan, to cost properly, and give
the external studio time to get up to speed
when producing the work,” notes Andy Gahan,

Rockstar’s best-selling
Grand Theft Auto 3
features assets created
by UK outsourcing firm
Think Tank Studios.
“When we started up in
2000, it was quite a
radical idea,” says art
director Gavin | Rothery.
“We're an outsourcing
company, but people
here work as artists
rather than drones”

art/outsource manager at Sony's Evolution
Studios. “You also need to assign internal staff
to manage the process, critique the work,
resolve any problems and generally help the
outsourcers succeed.”

A NEW WORLD ORDER
Like it or not, outsourcing is here to stay.
Now that the CG industry has spread across
the globe, it's only natural that projects are
going to expand beyond immediate physical
boundaries, with studios using distributed
production to access additional talent and
make projects more cost-competitive,
Migration of work is inevitable, but as the
industry itself continues to grow and disparity
in costs and quality between the West and
East continues to shrink, it seems unlikely that
outsourcing is going to have quite the negative
impact on the more established centres of CG
excellence - the US, Canada and the UK and
Western Europe - that some have feared. @

Read an extended version of this article
with additional interviews at the 3D World
website via http://tinyurl.com/67Ivx9

JON HARRISON, EXTERNAL DEVELOPMENT DIRECTOR,
BLITZGAMES STUDIOS
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FIVE-POINT PLAN:
LARGE STUDIOS

HOW TO CHOOSE THE RIGHT
OUTSOURCING FIRM AND GET
THE RESULTS YOU DESERVE

01 CONSIDER GOINC
Balance costs against
convenience and the ability to build
strong relationships. “You don't
necessarily have to outsource to China
or India to get a good deal,” says Andy
Gahan. “There are a lot of studios in the
UK and Europe that we use on a regular
basis, which are only a few hours away
if we need to visit.”

O 2 DO YOUR HOMEWORK
“We look carefully at a

company’s portfolio and send out a small
test of couple of days’ work that relates
to the project,” says Jon Harrison at Blitz
Games Studios. “Also, think about the
issue of security, to ensure that nothing
is likely to get leaked.”

03 PLAN AHEAD
“If you want to get your work

done within the time frame requested,
be prepared to fully understand the full
extent of the work that you're looking
to commission,” says Bettina Kast at
Streamline Studios. “Velocity in speed,
quality and delivery of service is every
bit a reflection of your game as it is the
service provider.”

O 4 STAY IN TOUCH
Once you've picked the right

people for the job, you still need to
manage them correctly. “Don’t rush into
it,” says Gahan. “Take the time to keep
quality high and the need for reworking
to a minimum. Regular reviews, forums
and revisions are all great tools.”

O LOOK FOR A PARTNER
“You have to be able to work
closely and trust each other, which takes
a lot of time and hard work before it can
really pay off,” says Eddie Leon at
Spine3D. “Remember that your choice of
provider can seriously affect your
business, in a good way or bad.”
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