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This is a review of my main take-aways from the 2019 Games Developers Conference in San 

Francisco, USA. I’ll try to highlight some of the key topics that stood out from the event, but if you 

want a little more detail, I’m very happy to chat in person. This content is intended for a subject 

aware audience, but others might get something from it. I have many pages of notes collected 

across the presentations I attended, and plenty of opinion, so if anyone needs more specific detail 

about any of the topics do please let me know. 
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Review since GDC 2018 
As I was also able to attend GDC last year (GDC 2018), I just wanted to start by following up on some 

of my predictions from last years event, and to review what’s happened over the year.  

The most significant aspects of last year’s conference were the announcement of the Ray-Tracing 

graphics hardware, which caught most of the (non-first party) industry by surprise. My report 

indicated that this was to be the firing gun for the next generation of console releases, and in 

September 2018, the first official hint of this was listed in Sony’s financial reports with mention of 

investment in a future console generation. My prediction that consumer grade Ray-Tracing 

hardware would be available to the public in the Autumn, even though this also wasn’t announced 

previously, was also correct.  

Investment in Ray-Tracing technology is an area the school still needs to engage in, so I hope we can 

ensure staff have access to these now current (no longer ‘next-gen’) technologies as soon as 

possible. There is some good news for owners of 1060 GTX or better cards, which will also receive 

Ray-Tracing support soon, though it is to be expected this will perform somewhat slowly compared 

to dedicated hardware, but should provide some staff a chance to experiment on hardware, rather 

than the current software emulation.  

In the months leading up to GDC 2019, information has ‘leaked’ (or testing the water  maybe), 

regarding a future iteration of the Xbox consoles, and it has been suggested these would come in 

two flavours, a traditional console with a Blu-Ray or similar drive, and one without. The significance 

of the ‘without’ variation didn’t hit me until actually attending this years GDC, and I’ll try to 

remember to explain what that is later. It has also already been ‘leaked’ that Microsoft is planning to 

release a drive-less variation of its current Xbox One console, it’s pretty clear that is part cost-cutting 
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exercise, but more likely testing the waters of the public’s interest in this type of digital only console, 

prior to a major manufacturing push ready for a late 2020 next-gen console release.  

There are other events from GDC 2019, which I will get to, which have a significant impact on 

Microsoft’s approach and that of Sony. Sony have already indicated they will not have a Keynote 

during this summers E3 event (E3 being the biggest consumer facing games event of the year). My 

initial feeling about this was that they wanted to keep their technology cards close to their chest, to 

up their specs and beat Microsoft again, by retaining the most powerful option as they did at the 

launch of the last console generation (PS4). There is a lot of market value to having the most 

powerful console, and even the relative strength of Microsoft’s Xbox Live networking provision, 

compared to Sony’s minimal equivalent, wasn’t enough for Xbox to win the last generation battle for 

Microsoft.  
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GDC 2019 
Each time I’ve attended GDC there’s been a clear theme, a significant takeaway or sometimes take-

aways from the conference. Last year the significant topics were the Ray-Tracing obviously, and the 

progression of A.I. (machine and deep learning) for uses other than gameplay, in production, content 

creation, automation and so on. These aren’t necessarily themes directed by the event’s organisers, 

they are things that come from the natural progression of events, the following of trends across 

aspects of the industry, conversations the majority are having and so on.  

 

Figure 1- A Mysterious Artefact 

This year the themes that stood out as most significant, and impactful on the future of the games 

industry were – Content Discovery, and unsurprisingly related very closely to that, Streaming of 

Games from the Cloud. I believe GDC might have organised a Content Discovery day, so to a degree 

are likely just a little responsible for that rising to the surface as a significant theme this year, but it is 

an important issue for the industry at the moment, especially given the introduction of the Epic 

Games store, and questions are being asked about how games can be discovered here and in the 

older stores.  

The themes identified most strongly last year of A.I. and Ray-Tracing were very present this year 

too. With more suggestions for the applications of AI, in non-gameplay areas, and people talking 

about the realities of Ray-Tracking, confirming what was largely expected that at the moment, that 

most ray-tracing features are too expensive (in performance terms) to implement in a commercial 

game. So, the focus was how to minimise the content that would be raytraced in a given scene and 

falling back to cheaper current methods wherever possible.  

But back to this year’s themes.  

There was a lot of interest relating to ‘Creators’, which I feel is a somewhat generous title, given to 

those who record gameplay (or other content) and post such on YouTube. However, a number of 
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projects were able to demonstrate significant improvements in customer engagement with their 

product, when creators had posted gameplay online. Products that provoked engagement and 

reactions, whether these might be fear, shock, laughter, enthusiasm, were the most likely to be 

picked up by Creators for posting on YouTube, Mixer, or wherever else is currently a cool platform. 

As a result, Horror themed games were singled out at the most successful for being streamed online, 

I found this to be an odd suggestion, as I thought that everyone was playing Fortnite? Maybe they 

meant horror was the most successful genre for Indie developers? Horror games are a little like a 

rollercoaster, you know the shock is going to come at some point, but you can’t be quite sure when. 

So, there’s a good reaction (hopefully) by the Creator while recording, and this hopefully engages 

the audience with the experience.  

That Google had an announcement to make at this year’s GDC was not a secret (although their 

schedule for the remainder of that day was probably more of a secret than they intended, as they 

hadn’t arranged for GDC to share the details with attendees), nor was it a secret that this related to 

Streaming of games, what would be of interest was the implementation.  

I was 50/50 about attending their announcement on the Tuesday morning. I’ve not been much of a 

fan of streaming games. I want to own the hardware, I like the tech, I like the physical pile of games I 

don’t have time to play, but eventually will if my Xbox One still works by the time I retire. But the 

effort Google had been making preparing booths for demo content, none of which was populated 

prior to the keynote, hinted of something significant for the industry.  

I’d forgotten that Phil Harrison had joined Google. He’d been a big name at Sony, I’d worked with 

him previously when he was starting out at Mindscape. He’d moved on from Sony and been involved 

in the failed Atari rebirth, before jumping off to join Google. Now I could see why he’d done that, 

basically Google are offering ‘Stadia’ a console-like experience in the cloud. There are clear hints of 

Phil’s time with PlayStation here.  

 

Figure 2- Google Key Note 
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Jade Raymond also took to the stage, previously of Ubisoft, her previous success included the 

production of the initial Assassin’s Creed games, before she moved onto more senior 

responsibilities, and now she was heading up the first-party studio for Google’s streaming platform.   

What was being proposed, as a package, was impressive. I was aware that Google had run a 

streaming pilot last autumn (2018), but aside from the temptation of a free game (an Assassin’s 

Creed game funnily enough), the idea of a streaming service did nothing at all for me.  

Steaming of games over the internet is not a new thing. Nvidia have been doing it for years. People 

tend to be aware that the Nvidia Shield devices can stream from a GeForce Graphics Card based PC 

in the same house, to let you play on your PC anywhere, but somehow the message of their full 

remote hosted games service never seemed to gain much traction outside (or even inside) the USA.  

Sony have also been running their own PlayStation Now streaming service, but again, I’m not really 

aware of anyone who plays games in this way, given you can either download or insert a Blu-Ray 

based game you own, and your don’t have to pay a subscription else lose access to things you might 

want to play should your internet go down.  

So why is what Google is offering with Stadia significant?  

I guess the most obvious difference is, we (gamers) are not it’s primary audience. At least, not at the 

start. If you are reading this report, you are likely games aware already, likely have a console, likely 

buy games you like and play them. We are the current marketplace, we are the saturated audience.  

What Stadia can do, is leverage YouTube (also owned by Google), to convert people who like to 

watch others play games, into people who play games. Google optimistically estimates they can 

scale up engagement in people playing games to 10 times the number who currently engage.  

When you match this platform to the over conversations which had already started happening 

during GDC about Content Discoverability, you suddenly realise the commercial potential, and the 

dominating position Google are in.  

But when you then start to reflect on the other industry players, now Google is suddenly a new 

member of our industry, you start to see who is playing the new game well, and who might be 

struggling a little.  
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Figure 3- Google Expo Floor Stadia Promotion 

Microsoft are the closest direct competitor to Google, in terms of the traditional services they 

provide, as are Amazon (expect to hear more from them sooner rather than later I suspect). For the 

past 12 or so months I thought that Microsoft were preparing to sell off the Xbox brand and so leave 

the games industry altogether. I though the Amazons, Googles, large Chinese companies (I’ve never 

heard of) might have been the target for such a sale, but now given Microsoft’s approach to GDC, I 

can see that this is not the case at all, even with the deliberate separation of the Microsoft and Xbox 

brands.  

I’ll return to what Microsoft is doing shortly, but for the Xbox division and the threat of Google, 

which it’s clear they didn’t expect it, but were already moving in this direction anyway. They ‘leaked’ 

confirmation that what Google had proposed with Stadia was a validation for their own approach. 

Microsoft purchased Mixer (formally Beam) in 2016, it offers a YouTube-like experience, that is very 

game focussed, with a tendency to also to be very Xbox biased. Microsoft/Xbox have been working 

hard the past few years trying to build their viewer-base, and while progress is being made, I suspect 

their audience are very much Xbox One focussed, with more viewer engagement in the America’s 

than elsewhere. But in light of Google’s announcement, Microsoft’s purchase of the Mixer platform 

makes much more sense then it did a couple of years ago, something that felt like a ‘me too’ at the 

time, is much clearer part of a longer-term strategy.  

In recent months Microsoft have indicated their plans to make Xbox controllers for use with mobile 

phones or tablets. Again, great, but streaming – yawn, not interested. Terrible latency, BT are 

useless, etc, etc. But suddenly, in the light of what Google have just announced Microsoft are very 

well placed to benefit from the publicity that Google will generate and the infrastructure 

improvements (to broadband internet) as a result.  
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In the 1990s when the original Doom was released people went out and upgraded their PC. When 

Wing Commander came out, people went out and upgraded with PC. When Quake came out… You 

get the idea. However, we can’t upgrade our PC to address the issue of poor bandwidth, but we can 

change service provider. I suspect the fear of the negative publicity and impact on customer 

numbers will force Openreach (BT) to roll out fibre to the door a little quicker than they currently are 

(the governments Brexit distractions allowing). In the USA Google has lots of their own networking 

infrastructure, so can route around problems quite well for important market cities. You’ll no doubt 

recall the projects where Google offered to step in and ‘upgrade’ cities, now you can see why. 

Outside of the USA Google will have less control of the results, but you can be sure if Google, 

Microsoft and maybe Amazon are offering services which require an improvement in network 

speeds, governments will have to step in to make this happen.  

So cool, our broadband is improved, I can stream 4k games to my home, I have low-latency input via 

my game controller, that’s great. However, there is another area these improvements in technology 

will enable that no one has announced or talked about at GDC…  

The enabling of internet traffic at Stadia levels of performance and input latency largely addresses 

the Real-World (location based) Augmented Reality problem! 

For some time now, it’s been clear to me the most likely way you address displaying Location based 

Real-World AR (not table top based), would be via a remote processing unit (a PC or Server) passing 

optimised information to a lower performing device worn by the person engaged in AR. There are 

already several VR and AR displays handled in this way, with cheap Android-like devices powering a 

display. Generally the content displayed is compromised by the hardware specification and battery 

life, but I’d had thoughts that even for room scale content, a PC could process a more complex 

scene, package and send the local content per frame or region to the mobile device for displaying – 

annoyingly someone somewhere proposed this exact idea during this year’s GDC, so bang goes 

getting rich patenting that idea.  

However, if you combine the idea of a powerful remove server dealing with large amounts of data 

and sending a localised scene to a head mounted display in a real-world location, then you have your 

real-world AR solution. It’s so obvious this is the next step, yet no one mentioned it that I’m aware 

of.  

 

Figure 4 -  Stadia Wireless Controller 
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So, Stadia as a solution does seem pretty nice. I like the idea that you can start playing on one 

device, even something as basic as a Chromebook (I hope we didn’t throw those out? Whoops!), you 

can instantly swap to the TV using a Google Chomecast, then on to your laptop, and because the 

game is hosted in the cloud, the game just pauses and you pick up on the next device you connect to 

via the wireless controller – that is handy, it helps keep people in their games for longer.  

Viewers watching ‘Creators’ playing a game will be offered a button they can click to the play the 

same game, or to replay a situation the Creator experienced, or even to flip out of a game you’re 

currently playing, to see a helpful tip from a Creator, or for you to stream yourself, so you become a 

Creator. Eventually everyone will be a Creator, and no one will be left to watch, maybe… 

There have been a number of commentators predicting, that the next will be the last generation of 

‘hardware’ based consoles. It’s hard to say if that will be true, I guess I don’t want it to be true, I like 

my gadgets, but if the streamed offering is good enough who can say. I’ve always been a collector, I 

had loads of VHS movies, then Laser Disc, then DVD, then Blu-Ray, why on earth would I want to 

have ‘virtual’ content… However, I now rarely buy a disc-based movie, as the streaming version is 

nearly the same quality, much more convenient and cheaper. I suspect for the right platform, this is 

going to happen for games too.  

And so, this suddenly makes what Microsoft are doing with Xbox make much more sense. It seemed 

odd, to propose the two flavours for a next gen Xbox console. Almost like the disc-less version would 

be for less advanced gamers and the real gamers would buy the media as usual, but now, I’m not so 

sure that the streamers are the amateurs here.  

So, Google suddenly have a chance to dominate the sector, if the infrastructure can be there to 

support their launch in late 2019. They own YouTube, which is a massive success already in its own 

right. Linking consumers on a platform they own, to a new platform they own and can monetarise is 

genius. Even the simple step of offering a controller and having that directly connect over Wi-Fi 

directly to the cloud, is very smart and gives old-school people such as myself something to own.  

Microsoft are reasonably well placed, but the lack of global engagement with Mixer clearly puts 

them in second place for the foreseeable future. They have the network and server knowhow to do 

well in this area though.  

Sony, erm. They have PlayStation Now. Maybe it’s really popular in Japan? I’m not sure. I’d imagine 

Sony will be very quiet for a while, hoping their investors don’t understand the market place enough 

for them to pull investment out. This is likely a key contributor to their not planning to attend the 

upcoming E3 expo this summer, don’t say anything, don’t draw attention to shortcomings, be silent 

and mysterious.  

Nintendo? They gave up a while ago. They are happy to exploit their IP and have even opened up to 

letting their content appear on non-Nintendo platforms if that’s likely to generate investors a return. 

Indications currently are that Nintendo might be partnering with Microsoft, so I wouldn’t be 

surprised to see Nintendo games on an Xbox platform, with portable devices created by Nintendo 

steaming, while living room devices continue (for now) from Microsoft.  
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Figure 5 - Amazon continue to push their Services 

Amazon, haven’t announced anything specific to the streaming area yet, but are heavily invested in 

the games industry and have a major presence at GDC. I would expect an announcement in the not 

too distant future, likely once they’ve been able to analyse the performance of Google and 

Microsoft.  

Moving on from Stadia and its impact on the industry...  

Both Epic Games and Unity, had keynotes to promote their positions and contributions to the 

industry, I can’t say either were terribly earth shattering. Unity’s was especially dull, and Epic largely 

announced things we were already aware of, desperate for a surprise they announced their new 

Chaos physics engine, which I could see had clearly been rushed for GDC (I feel for the poor 

programmers who suffered in the weeks leading up to the conference), as there were multiple 

issues evident which indicated this technology is a very early preview release. 

Allegorithmic, the creators of the excellent Substance Suite of software had their anticipated 

announcements related to a public beta of the Alchemist tool they’d hinted at last year, but I felt 

enthusiasm for them was somewhat subdued following their recent announcement that Adobe had 

purchased them. Quixel the closest direct competitor to Allegorithmic was clearly the go-to solution 

for this GDC, as they hadn’t ‘sold out’. 

Nobody announced a new console, but I wasn’t expecting that. Microsoft might have something to 

say at E3, which will give Sony a chance to tweak their specs for a PlayStation 5. I suspect that Sony 

plan to win a next console generation battle in the way they won with the PlayStation 4, however 

the risk for them is that the market, as a whole, will change over the lifetime of a PlayStation 5, we 

shall see.  
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Figure 6 - Microsoft Game Stack 

About Microsoft and their plans for the Xbox division. So, I noted earlier that for the last year or so, 

the rebranding of certain elements, and the movement of management, suggested the potential of 

Microsoft to sell off the Xbox brand. Within the past month Microsoft Game Studios has been 

renamed Xbox Game Studios, of which Rare the standout UK developer is a member. However, 

Microsoft’s approach to GDC presented a different take on why the rebranding has been happening, 

and the simple reason is to ensure that the Microsoft brand itself appeals across games platforms 

and isn’t seen as an Xbox only brand. Sometimes the simplest explanations are the best. Microsoft 

have gone big on their tools, their Game Stack, the resources and components you can use to make 

your game on whatever platform you are working on. This is also evidenced by their buddying up 

with Nintendo for certain projects. So, Microsoft is where you go for your infrastructure to support 

game development across whatever platform you want, and Xbox is where you go for Xbox games, 

on PC, Console and evidently as ‘leaked’ Steaming Xbox games (they wanted the industry to be 

aware that they had thought of streaming content to player via Mixer as a first!!).  

 

 

  



GAME DEVELOPERS CONFERENCE 2019 MARCH 2019 

  
 

  

GAVIN WADE 12 

 

On the Expo show floor 
 

 

Figure 7 - Insanity at Epic Games continued! 

Epic Games were back with the exact same stand/format they used last year – if it works why 

change it. So, lots of demos of games developed with UnrealEngine 4 and plenty of Fortnite. They 

provided loads of training content. Magic Leap demonstrations. Free t-shirts and of course, beer.  

 

Figure 8 - CGT Games Jobs Beer? 

Unity decided to attend GDC this year and made a proper effort this time around. They had an 

impressive, professional looking stand, with a slightly larger floor space than Epic had for UE4. It was 

as though they were indicating they were the grown-ups in the industry. They also had a simulated 

living room space where people could try the Magic Leap with Unity. 
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Figure 9 - Magic Leap was real this year 

They were proudly pushing their market share for games developer on various platforms using their 

technology, but I couldn’t help but notice their share of the market had dropped considerably 

compared to just a few years ago. It’s no secret that Unity is going for an IPO at some point this year, 

so has been heavily recruiting staff to increase it’s market value, the professional approach and large 

stand are clearly indicators of value and safe money for future investors (I fear for the redundancies 

in a couple of year’s time, when they overheads of having so many new employees starts to pinch).  

 

Figure 10 - Unity, the sensible ones... 
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Microsoft had a very impressive presence, promoting their Game Stack, and hence finally offering 

some clarify as to what they’ve been up to with their branding for the past 18 or so months. They 

are in games and will stay, if they are making money.  

 

Figure 11 - Microsoft for services, not Xbox... 

Sony had their usual stand, but I can’t say it was the usual focus point as it has been in past years. 

They had Dreams on display (a game by Media Molecule of LittleBigPlanet fame), but I can’t say we 

(the industry) were the best audience for this, and to be honest the game reminded me of previous 

similarly complicated creative products that failed to make a big impact on the market.  

 

Figure 12 - Sony PlayStation, nothing new here... 
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SideFX with Houdini were completely missing from GDC. I was surprised. Last year they had a big 

push on their ‘game ready’ features, which clearly to me were not exactly game ready. I suspect 

they’ve taken the resulting lack of engagement in these tools as a lack of interest from the industry, 

which is unfortunate, as Technical Artists already have great engagement with Houdini, and it would 

have been nice to see some competition for Autodesk, to help bring prices down. It’s frustrating that 

these companies aren’t very good at asking for advice.  

 

Figure 13 - Unreal Engine 'fun area' 

The show floor in general seemed much larger than in previous years, and it was already a big show, 

this was as a result of the conclusion to the construction to the Moscone Convention Centre which 

had been underway during last years event. I had to invest a little more time to get around and 

investigate the offerings on show, which were more diverse than in previous years, and there were 

more clearly themed zones this time around, with subject appropriate distractions, such as a seating 

area for debating in the narrative tools area.  
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Figure 14 - Nintendo's effort 

The size of the show floor didn’t help with the locating of several companies, I spent a good while 

trying to locate SideFX’s stand before concluding (and with the aid of technology) that they weren’t 

present. Nintendo’s presence was minor too, their ‘counter’ is the only way to describe it, was 

hidden within a maze of generic bland meetings boxes. Where at least previously they ensured they 

were located to be seen, this time, they gave the impression they didn’t want to be bothered by 

developers desperate to monetarise their games on Switch. Nintendo are clearly at the stage of 

success on this platform to be able to pick and choose who to bother working with, and generally 

the approach seems to be, see an IP be successful somewhere else, then arrange a port that onto 

Switch. This avoids all the risk for Nintendo, they don’t even need to bother to market anything, and 

they can take their not insignificant cut on the sales.  

 

Figure 15 - Oculus Rift S 
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Oculus were a little quiet at GDC. They had an area for people to try their newly revised Oculus Rift 

S. It’s an unusual step and seems to be surrendering ‘serious’ VR to Vive, who now I think about it, 

weren’t obviously present either. The Rift S does away with the tracking stations and used 5 cameras 

in the headset itself to track the user’s motion and room position, not overly different to the Mixed 

Reality solution proposed by Microsoft a couple of years ago. There are tweaks to the display, higher 

resolution, but LCD (so light contrast issues) compared to the OLED of the original rift, but the 

reason for this, and why it’s all probably a good idea is simplicity to use and cost. Oculus (Facebook) 

probably looked at what prevents more uptake of VR, and the technical aspects and the faffing to 

set things up, probably came high on the list of issues, along with the cost for a full room scale 

solution (needing three tracking stations). The Rift S can scan a room without tracking stations, can 

be configured to remember several rooms, so you can be portable. It requires less connections to a 

PC, doesn’t need tracking stations to be locked to specific locations, this all removes masses of faff. 

I’m tempted to get one myself, because I want to be able to work with on my VR wherever suits me, 

and I’m currently trying to do ‘room scale’ in a box room… So, I suspect this will help with increasing 

engagement, but I don’t see it being a revolution, as other hardware providers have been using 

similar technology for over a year now. What helps in this case if that’s it’s Oculus, so there’s already 

a good software and user-base, even if those users aren’t allowed to play Vive compatible games.  

 

Figure 16 - No room sensors required 
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This year GDC was combined with VRDC again, but the latter was more clearly rolled into the typical 

All Access Pass, rather than sold as something impressive beyond that usual conference scope. This 

was farer on those attending, and in general the VR topics I saw where more useful than in previous 

years. Otherwise, the Rift S aside, there wasn’t much new announced for VR or AR during GDC itself 

(there were a few tweaks here and there). The significance for AR is the power of the cloud to 

enable world-based AR, enabled by infrastructure resulting from innovations such as Stadia, but 

that’s not something that anyone was observing or announcing at this time.  
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Notes Relating to Talks: 
So, to conclude the report, I want to ‘quickly’ run through some brief comments and observations 

regarding the presentations I attended during the conference, for which I have pages and pages of 

notes, so I’m happy to chat more in person about anything that catches your interest. If these notes 

aren’t of interest, you can skip forward to my main takeaways and predictions on page 31.  

Efficient Rendering in The Division 2 
This was the first talk of the week to mention a new Ray Tracing Gems book, this follows on the 

fantastic GPU Gems 1-3 books by Nvidia of about a decade or so ago. I was tempted to grab a signed 

copy of the book while at GDC, but it weighed a ton, so would have probably used most of my 

luggage allowance on its own (should probably order a few copies of this for the library). 

This talk focussed on the parallel processing of the render pipeline, using DirectX 12.  

Something unusual about this was a suggestion that a full scene command list wasn’t being 

determined in advance, so time wasn’t being spent preparing command lists in advance, so I 

understood that commands were being sent to the GPU on demand, as soon as it was determined 

that something was needed for rendering. I guess this has to do with more geometry now being 

needed on the GPU anyway, due to doing raytrace bounces, so less scene needs to be culled away 

early.  

There was a specific slide which showed the parallel tasks in a frame being rendered, with the focus 

being to avoid stalls where either the CPU or GPU spent time waiting for each other, this was 

interactive and well presented, so is worth watching on the GDC Vault later if you have an interest in 

DX12 style scene/frame rendering.  

Of interest was that for The Division 2, they had between 50 and 60 hardware submits per frame, 

which I thought was very efficiently low. 3-6k draws per frame, which isn’t a massive amount more 

than the 2k per frame we used to have on DirectX9 many years ago, so things haven’t progressed in 
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this area very much – batching is still really important clearly. Scenes were containing between 3-6M 

primitives (tris) per frame.  

Evolving Mixed Reality: Designing on the Real World 
This talked related to attempting to get AR away from just looking at a game on a desktop, which is 

currently the focus of most current AR devices (iPhones and such). The idea of Compute Anywhere, 

Pixels Anywhere, were shown to be a long way off, but I’m not so sure given the Google Stadia 

announcement.  

Several developers provided insights from their current projects, which currently are closer to the 

Pokemon Go sort of product, with only basic awareness of location, and viewed by mobile phones 

rather than a headset.  

Magic Leap and Unity are trying to come up with a language to generalise AR, so it’s possible to 

create and implement content that uses this language, which can then be applied to different real-

world situations that are detected by scene analysis. It’s an interesting idea, like creating a platform 

game on the dinning table and chairs in one house, or sofa and coffee table in another. I guess I’m 

worried this is a little conservative and will generate small ‘novel’ experiences that lack depth, I 

guess we need to start somewhere.  

The concept of defining a floor, walls, doors would be useful for real-world Doom styles though. 

However, this is an order of magnitude beyond what’s being considered at the moment.  

FLARE and MARS are the unity tools for mixing augmented reality with a simulation, probably need 

to google more details.  

Stories that Haunt and Heal: Mental Health and Game Narrative 
These were three short talks by three women who were developing game narrative projects 

influenced by their own life experiences. I wouldn’t dare to try to do these justice by capturing the 

content here, so would recommend readers to find the talk on the GDC Vault when it becomes 

available in a few weeks time.  

Ethical issues were raised, especially relating to retriggering of suffering for survivors of past abuse, 

and the support of Counsellors was essential to enabling care in the implementation of these 

products.  

The vault video would be a good starting point for those considering research around Mental Health 

or abuse as Narrative in games.  

Beyond NPCs. AI for Game Operations 
Following on from last year, there were lots of talks relating to applying AI in non-gameplay areas. I 

planned to attend a few of these talks but wasn’t sure they would build significantly on what had 

been covered last year.  

Some points were obvious, AI should be assistive, better, faster, then humans.  

Mobile Advertising was a major topic for this consideration, allowing for better prediction relating 

to trends, and therefore enabling a more dynamic approach to setting price points for adverts.  

New Ideals for Any-Angle Pathfinding 
This was a presentation by Daniel D. Harabor, of Monash University. Harabor.net/dabiel 
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The ideas built on presentations from past GDCs, I believe there was a paper grid based navigation 

at movingai.com 

The talk ran through a number of iterations of grid based pathfinding, with the angles at turning 

points, when needing to walk around corners, becoming increasingly refined and logical looking. 

Eventually the methods were applied to Navigation Meshes, and not just a grid, which bring it 

towards use with technologies such as Unreal Engine’s NavMesh.  

Due to the complex nature of this content I will draw your attention to these slides when they are 

later posted on GDC Vault, and the presenter’s website, linked above. Source code for the examples 

should be available. I do wonder, if we waited long enough, it Epic might implement this for us at 

some point anyway.  

2014 vx 2018: The shape of financial success before and after the Indiepocalypse 
The Indiepolcalypse is something I’ve considered in past GDC reports. The presenter of this talk sort 

of whitewashed lots of the reality away, to fit their own point and agenda, indicating that if he’d 

never heard of your attempt to make it big, then clearly the Indiepocalypse had never happened.  

Instead he focussed on games released AFTER the Indiepocalyse, specifically using Tocama as an 

example of an Indie failure, which was awkward, given that Nina Freeman who worked on the game 

was sat two rows in front of me, and was clearly surprised to hear about the failure of her game.  

I was concerned this was going to turn into a, ‘my game has been successful, so I’ll tell you how to do 

it’ kind of talk – there were lots of these prior to the Indiepocalyse (our own Dan Pinchbeck even did 

a few). But thankfully, even though walking us through the 13 failed games before the hit, most of 

the content was of interest and was building on the Discoverability theme identified elsewhere 

around GDC.  

I’m not sure how long https://steamcharts.com/ has been live, I thought Valve didn’t like this 

information to be shared, but this presentation mined the data (sourced from the Steam store) 

available here to identify several patterns, though it’s clear (given the Tocama example) that we 

don’t have a complete image of a games performance from this data alone.  

There were some interesting examples of games you’ve likely never heard of, that had plenty of 

concurrent players, and consideration was given to why these were successful and well-known indie 

games were not being played as much. An example given seemed to be a vague game about fish 

eating each other.  

The fact that these mystery games weren’t exactly being heavily promoted on Steam also 

undermined any argument that the store was overcrowded, thought later (I forget which talk it was 

at) the fact that a game makes a profit for Valve on Steam is a major contributor to your getting 

promotion was highlighted. (The more money you make, the more money you’ll make due to Valve’s 

algorithm automatically promoting you more).  

The speaker’s game on this occasion is ‘One hour one life’, which I guess has a name that might 

catch one’s interest anyway. But success is attributed to coverage on YouTube, with 10 times more 

vids than their previous game. There were over 600,000 views on YouTube in the first week on sale.  

You can probably see how the above suddenly links in with Google’s announcement during the 

week, so the sudden significance of Stadia. (Not discussed during this talk).  

https://steamcharts.com/
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It was stated that ‘the press is dead’, and I’m inclined to agree with that. I still subscribe to Edge 

magazine, but really need to cancel that, and I browse Eurogamer.net most days, but it’s not the 

essential it once was. Trailers, in-game previews, etc to be watched and noticed on YouTube, and 

similar platforms first, seems to be the way most games are introduced now.  

The videos that gain the most hits on YouTube are the ‘unique situation generators’, those games 

that generate a great reaction from the person recording their gameplay. This makes sense and is 

sort of why lots of Indie Developers went for Horror games in the first place (including me).  

However, if the game is a story, so there is likely one path, and one situation, then people don’t 

want to watch those. Because they don’t want their future experience to be spoilt, so games such as 

Scanner Sombre don’t get much attention on YouTube and similar (I hadn’t even realised that game 

had been released but had been looking forward to it).  

So, in the end, aside from so slightly vague interpretation of when the Indiepocalypse happened, 

there were some interesting ideas here, especially being able to match up concurrent player data, to 

YouTube activity, and the significance of this relating to the announced separately Stadia and similar 

streamed gameplay platforms.  

These ideas will have an impact on the completion of my current game project, and the decisions I 

make regarding future projects. I think there were some interesting points here to share with 

students.  

Animation Tricks of the Trade 
This talk was by several animators offering hints and tips for aspiring animators. I can’t say all of the 

content was earth shattering, some was clearly focussed on students (who likely couldn’t afford a 

pass for a talk on this day – maybe the talk was to be repeated later in the week?).  

I’ve hopefully picked up some subconscious points I’ll suddenly find myself saying outload during my 

teaching next year!  

Wakes, Explosions and Lighting interactive water simulation in Atlas 
This was quite a technical talk, discussing the various methods applied in the creation of the sea 

water effects in the MMRPG Atlas (like World of Warcraft, but wet).  

The developers collaborated with Nvidia (the graphics card manufacturer), which meant the content 

was pretty technical and intense, so I didn’t manage to keep many notes on this talk. It’s one to 

return to later.  

What was especially of interest was that the algorithm being used was predictable, so the server and 

clients would be sure of visualising the exact same ocean wave results – this is important for a 

server/client game, especially one where a ships position (yaw etc) is going to be dictated by the 

ocean surface’s position.  

Certainly, worth reviewing again for the equations that are being used.  

Google Keynote – Stadia 
As mention already above, the announcement of Stadia was one of the significant moments of this 

years GDC and demonstrates the first streaming based platform to make a strong case for its 

existence, compared to earlier attempts by Sony and Nvidia. I’m confident this format will do well, 
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and it’s clear the approach isn’t a million miles away from what Microsoft had been planning for 

Xbox Streaming.  

Aspects that are especially attractive to the university are: 

The ‘Open Source’ claim. Stadia is built on a variation of Ubuntu Linix and uses publicly available 

APIs, so it would be possible to build a PC that approximated Stadia performance and 

implementation now, if we had the cash resources to do so.  

Development on Remote Devices. I like the idea of being able to build a game on a local (to the uni) 

PC and send the result over the internet for running on a remote instance (at Google). This would, in 

theory, allow students to access ‘console-like’ hardware for testing their code, without out having to 

pay for the latest devices in our labs. Because the instances run in a browser window, less desk 

space would be required for equipment, and each student could have access to their own instance, 

rather than sharing between two as we currently do with PlayStation 4 devkits.  

The problem the university has is, that currently Stadia/Google isn’t at all open, and registrations 

require a game development studio type registration.  

First Light: Bringing Doom to Stadia 
This presentation provided some of the more technical information I’ve been reflecting on 

elsewhere in this report.  

Doom was used as the live example, demonstrating connecting to Google’s Stadia data centre. If I’m 

honest, the demo didn’t run all that great – there was lots of stutter on the screen the audience 

could see, but it’s not clear if this was a local issue. I can forgive them for the internet connection at 

the conference not exactly being the fastest, given the number of attendees sharing it with them.  

It took Id three weeks to get their current Doom build running on Stadia, with just two people 

working on it.  

They confirmed that Stadia was Ubuntu kernel based, with Vulkan graphics API. They demonstrated 

debug tools, cross platform development, the simplicity of patching a game, the security benefits (no 

local copy of the game etc). 

Pulse Audio for sound.  

libc++ with Clang toolchain via Visual Studio.  

Each hardware instance has 8 Intel based CPU threads, and graphics are based on AMD Vega (all 

sounding very Xbox One and PlayStation 4 to me). 

Being able to support more variety of APIs justifies the change we’re making for 2019 curriculum to 

swap our level 5 DirectX specific module into something more API generic. That’ll allow students to 

investigate Vulkan and other APIs, without being held to DirectX 11/12.  

A Guide to Developing on Stadia 
It was surprising that the Stadia presentations weren’t busier. I suspect that due to the way Google 

had ‘stealth’ announced the platform, that many had either simply missed it entirely or because the 

GDC event organisers hadn’t been able to share Google’s agenda, no one knew what was happening 

on the day regarding the talks. I’d managed to work out which room Google were in base in from a 

comment by a developer earlier in the day, then hung around just long enough to determine enough 
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of a schedule to spot which talks were of value and when. So here I was again for more insight into 

Stadia.  

We had a run-through of the Partner Resource Centre, which included the complete platform for 

building, Publishing and Monetarising a game.  

Stadia offered virtual machine instances in the cloud, 4 per hardware instance. There was also an 

on-site version you could host in your own server room. And finally, a desk-based system that could 

run one instance.  

A development node could be run as a developer instance, which would feature extra ram or extra 

storage, or both (I recall). These can be swapped as needed during development, you are not locked 

to a single instance type.  

The platform is Open Source where possible (so come on Google, make the instances easier to get 

at!!!) – 

Vulkan 

Debian 

Spir-y (not sure what this one is) 

LLVM 

Clang 

PulseAudio 

Organisations and projects are separate, allows control of who can access which content on the 

instances. You can obviously manage which individuals are in which organisations.  

There were various examples of getting content onto an instance, either by copying to a local 

/mnt/developer folder, like a virtual dev kit, or packaging.  

It was acknowledged that 4K games would be really large, so there were mechanisms for uploading 

the majority of the data, and then having an overlay for some items in the package, with versions 

owned by those testing functionalities. These issues have been really well thought out, and the 

interface to work with Stadia online looks great.  

Tools integrate directly with Visual Studio, just press F5 to build and deploy, so the experience would 

be very similar to running on a local console.  

RenderDoc, to graphically debug. 

GAPID, a graphics API debugger, which was good for multiple frame traces.  

The Radeon GPU Profiler., that comes with the standard SDK can be used.  

VTune, which I haven’t used for years myself (not since being at the uni), can be used to profile the 

CPU.  

There’s a Chorme Test Client, where you can play your game during development cycles, which has 

video capture built in, so you can see issues along with bug reports, rather than having to recreate a 

bug. This includes retroactive frame capture, so the last 10 seconds of gameplay are stored in 

memory to aid debugging – pretty handy!  
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Overall the platform is a very attractive proposition, console like performance and standardisation, 

and the potential for easy access to a fantastic suite of tools – should Google decide to share such 

more openly with developers – so the ball is theirs to drop.  

The Cutting Edge: Assassins Creed Odyssey on Project Stream 
Another example of games ported to run on Project Steam (Stadia).  

Was feeling a little under the weather by the time this talk started, so my main thought at the time 

was – I hope we (CT) didn’t throw all those Chromebooks out, as they are perfectly good targets for 

running/testing Stadia on now!  

Community Driven Discoverability for Indies 
This was a talk from the developers of Poly Bridge, and again focusses on discoverability.  

They observed that more and more platforms are moving to algorithms, rather than using human 

curators.  

Also, cross promotion wasn’t possible on the Epic games or Discord stores, but was more evident on 

Steam, Apple and Google Play stores.  

There is a need to drive traffic to stores by ourselves, rather than relying on the platform to do this 

for us, so trying to tag on marketing at the end of a products development is just hurting ourselves, 

and such needs to start from day one of development.  

They suggested it was almost impossible to determine what makes good discoverability (despite 

certain talks I’ve already attending saying it had the answer). The speaker notes there had been 

other talks on the subject, so I’ll try to catch up on those that I’ve missed during the conference 

later.  

Generating external traffic to your products page is one of the most important aspects for success, 

or obviously selling lots of copies of your product. Less obvious is appeasing the algorithm gods. You 

must generate external traffic to keep the gods happy! It’s the cycle again, generate traffic, the 

algorithm will promote you more, generating more traffic, and so on.  

The ultimate goal should be building a healthy community around your game, hopefully creating a 

long-term fan base. Your best fans will be advocates, support generators, bug reporters, they’ll 

suggest design ideas, etc. This really maps on to the ‘games as a service’ idea, while the game might 

not be shipped as a ‘games as a service’ product, clearly the relationship between developer and 

player as suggested here is about the developer providing entertainment and a service to players. 

This is something I’ve started to move more towards with my own indie efforts, and I think Jay’s also 

doing this with his Itch.io and YouTube content for his Armoured Onslaught game.  

Make small games for your own community, don’t try to be a massive hit. So, identify your audience 

beforehand, before you start development.  

If a player has too much freedom, that too can lead to frustration.  

Trying to do something entirely new, may make the chance of creating a hit harder – because 

something just isn’t familiar enough to engage with. Maybe iterate towards something new over 

time.  
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It’s important to know the subject area of your game well, this is true, I’ve seen student projects in 

the past where the student felt they were informed about a topic area, where in fact their 

implementation was weak due to their lack of a grasp of a subject area.  

Some example projects related to very specific products, Automation, which I believe is a game 

about implementing car engines. This was marketed in car magazines, rather than at a typical game’s 

audience. This title was achieving around 20-30 sales per day at $20 per unit, during the initial post 

launch period, but spiked up to 3.5k units(?, might have been dollars) per day, due to strong word of 

mouth through car enthusiasts. (Sounds like a healthy income for a small studio either way to me).  

Examples were given for how indie games could collaborate together, so an engine design from one 

game could be added to a car design in another product, boosting sales for both.  

It’s clear, thinking of games differently, and the relationship with the customer. Building and 

nurturing a community, rather than the old publisher/distributor model, is quite sensible. This also 

helps to explain how the games industry can be so big, and yet be sustainable. Not all developers are 

working towards the traditional publisher model, they can exist in their own bubble of support.  

This is something to think about more, especially for the game’s courses, as we build up community 

for the outputs from students, but also the university itself. To a degree I have in the past felt that 

our involvement with The Chinese Room projects must have been doing the course some good, as 

the university was often mentioned in promotional materials relating to these projects, so the 

community following these early games would have also been engaged with the university. This is 

why it would be good to invest more time in the proposed AAA project game portal we’d hoped to 

fund. (we’ve been struggling with a suitable name for such an entity) 

Twitch Streamers were flagged as significant, and the speakers recommended we review 

information already available online with regards to how to best approach them. General 

recommendations were to start small and contact streamers with smaller audiences – not to try and 

fail in reaching out to the biggest streamers. Again, this theme that people streaming content are 

having a big impact on our industry and sales, as identified in Google and Microsoft’s pending 

business models.  

Games might be developed to include recording of the game, to allow players to post content 

online. An example was provided of adding GIF sharing functionality to a game, then sales spiking 

around 15,000 dollars per day during a period where sales had previously been pretty flat. It shows, 

this stuff might be obvious, but the impact can be significant for making the effort.  

Twitch includes a feature to allow people viewing a stream to feed back to the product, so 

integrating this sort of feature can grow engagement too.  

Yet more evidence thought, of the importance of streaming games for business success and the 

future directions of our industry!  

Texturing the World of Assassins Creed Odyssey (Substance Days) 
I spent much more time focussing on the Substance applications this time last year, this was mainly 

driven by my teaching with heavily features these tools. However, this year, given that Allegorithmic 

have been purchased by Adobe, I was slightly less motivated to listen to them go on about why this 

is so great (it’s great for the shareholders of Allegorithmic, I doubt it’s great for the customers).  
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This talk was a rather too specific consideration of how texturing for the environment for Assassin’s 

Creed Odyssey. For sure there were interesting ideas here, especially the willingness to abuse the 

intended application of the tools, and implement content partially in Substance Designer, then 

taking maps into Painter for application onto tile-able textures, for example. However, it did seem to 

me that it should be possible to achieve much of what was being implemented in Painter from 

within Designer itself, so the thinking behind this was a little odd – suggested that some of the 

artists were intimidated by Substance Designer, but there could have been more to this process that 

I’d missed, so I’ll review the slides later when they are available.  

State of Unreal: Epic Games Keynote 
Given that Unreal Engine is important for the industry, and our teaching, I ensured I was in line for 

the Epic Games Keynote an hour before it started. It rained, but I didn’t mind.  

However, this year I suspect that Epic had already previously announced most of the topics they’d go 

on to discuss during their Keynote. We already knew about the new Store they have created, we 

were aware of the specific percentages, the waving of the 5% fee for using Unreal Engine 4, if you 

release on their store, and so on.  

I suspect they had hoped to ensure the 4.22 release of the engine was ready for GDC, but in the days 

before the conference it was pretty clear to me it wouldn’t make it, so that probably took the 

thunder out of their presentation somewhat.  

To compensate Epic provided an early preview of Chaos, their new physics and destructibility 

feature. This looked in a very early state to me, and I pitied the poor developers who’ve clearly been 

rushing for the past month or so to put together something new to urgently show at GDC. I suspect 

it’ll be a good while before we get any further updates on Chaos.  

Previously announced topics were reviewed, including Ray Tracing, and the new Audio Engine, 

which was to be released within days once 4.22 was available (it’s still not available as I type this, so 

clearly things aren’t quite going to plan).  

Epic Games can be forgiven though, they’ve had a crazy busy year, have done battle (and won) with 

Sony to get cross platform play on the PlayStation 4, created their own store front (doing battle with 

Steam amongst others). They have continued to enhance Unreal Engine 4 and are about to release 

their Raytracing pipeline. That’s pretty good going.  

Ray-Traced Reflections in Battlefield V 
One of the key things I wanted to achieve at this year’s GDC was to get an idea of what real-world 

implementation of Raytraced content was like. This time last year the technology and API had just 

been announced, and examples were so vague, at times it wasn’t clear what was running on 

consumer appropriate hardware and what was running on the tech targeting the CGI industry.  

Battlefield V was one of the first titles to announce real-world support for Raytracing, on the 

September 2018 round of consumer level hardware, so the RTX 2080, 2070, etc.  

As expected though, Raytracing is really expensive to implement in terms of performance, and 

multiple hacks and fallbacks to older rendering methods were needed to fake the final scene. So, 

while content might look raytraced, most of a frame as rendered currently will be using traditional 

pipeline code. Only the very shiny (polished) surfaces will by using raytracing, and certain shadows.  
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This approach works really well with a Deferred Rendering Pipeline used with many modern games. 

The first stage of the pipeline can determine which surfaces are visible, and from that which have 

reflective materials. Then those pixels requiring the ray traced data can follow that pipeline, while 

other pixels can use current Physically Based Rendering methods.  

The end result works, so that’s fine, but it feels like a bit of a kludge. Epic described a similar 

approach for their rendering pipeline. This good thing about this is, as hardware gets faster at 

rendering using the Raytracing approach, this should scale up nicely.   

Procedurally Crafting Manhattan for ‘Marvels Spider-man’ 
This talk was very specific but might inspire others could use to create similar environments. The 

goal was to have around 80% of the content in the map procedurally generated, leaving less work in 

creating a City sized playing area for the art team.  

Obviously recreating Manhattan is no small task, so it is an impressive feat to generate such a large 

map, and to create a unique feel to each area.  

The automation of paths to support the movement of pedestrian characters along paths, and cars on 

roads reminded me to the work I did many years ago on Caramageddon related games.  

Audio Reverb Audio volumes were generated from the procedural content, which is nice.  

It’s also worth noting that Houdini was used to create some of the content, but they also 

implemented plenty of non-Houdini software too – would have been nice to hear more details about 

the motivations regarding which tools were used for what aspects of the content generation.  

The resulting pipeline is quite complicated and very specific to their own needs but should serve as a 

good example for others.  

A New Era of Performance Capture with Machine Learning 
This was quite an intense talk, so I’m going to have to skip more of the specifics here and direct 

those interested to watch the presentation on GDC Vault later.  

The basic idea though was to use datasets of past motion capture shoots, then to teach a Neural 

Network to become robust by processing the noise of the markers.  

Corrupted data sets were provided to learn from, some were actively corrupted to increase the 

networks ability to resolve the data.  

There was a specific approach, Residual Neural Networking, to avoid slowdowns in learning for the 

early layers of the network (it seemed to be a method for quickly passing down data from one layer 

to another even though learning might not have been complete).  

You would want to provide training data, ideally for each pose it would be possible for the target 

character (human) to achieve. There was an hilarious training data movie I noted I need to find and 

send to Alex C, but I’ve not found it yet though...  

Training was left to run overnight, on about 10GB or 12 hours of motion capture data.  

Rigid Body Fitting was used to address errors on the incoming training data, as they couldn’t 

guarantee perfect source data.  
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A similar approach was used for facial capture, which used head mounted cameras like those we use 

in the MoCap Suite.  

Lots of different actors used in the dataset to learn from, but impossible to capture all the possible 

actors in the world, in all the different possible lighting conditions. So, training per actor is still 

needed.  

Noise was again added to the training data, along with distortions, perspective transformations and 

differing levels of contrast, to give more variations to learn from, but results were still very 

impressive.  

Beards and glasses break the system!!  

I have another two pages of notes on this, but I’ll save you from it. Come and have a chat if you’re 

interested. It’s certainly an area that’s improving quickly, I was hoping we might be closer to the era 

of capturing 3d motion from 2d camera footage, but clearly not yet.  

Super Powering Technical Artists Using Deep Learning 
This was an interesting experimental talk where the presented demonstrated several deep learning 

technologies that are already available in the public domain, and how the might apply to various art 

related tasks/areas.  

The style transfer tool was very similar to the technique demonstrated by Google, for making a game 

rendered traditionally look like a Van Gough.  

There is certainly lots of opportunity for experimentation in this area, we just need to encourage 

more artists to engage programming and technology.  

Shading with World of Anthem 
This was rather a pleasantly accessible talk on shading certain effects for use in the game Anthem. 

It’s one I’ll need to share with my 2nd year art students next year.  

I made a note of the presenter’s name, probably following them on Twitter as a result of their 

approach to sharing and teaching others, but I don’t have it in my notes here at the time of writing 

(sorry).  

The talk covered the implementation of Lava, Weather, and Water shaders in Anthem.  

While none of these are especially shocking for me, the approach was well presented, did prompt a 

few new ideas for myself and will certainly be something useful other those new to shaders and to 

work with them.  

The examples also demonstrated good use of masks and normal map optimisation tricks.  

The Dynamic weather showed how to simulate rain drops hitting a surface, and water running down 

vertical surfaces, all very nicely and clearly presented.  

(I’m hoping they’ll tweet other handy tutorials I can share with students later, hence a ‘follow’ was 

my priority for the day!). 
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Expo Floor Talks 
On the final day of GDC I decided to spend most of the day on the Expo floor, catching up on content 

I’d missed so far, and stilling in on several of the ‘on stand’ talks running on loops during the day.  

Epic had content for Ray-Tracing, Chaos, Niagara (their new particle system), animation retargeting 

and the Gameplay Ability System.  

Unity focussed on some of their CGI centric improvements, in an attempt to enter the same pre-vis 

industry Epic has been involved in for years.  

I decided not to have a go on any of the new VR and AR headsets, as the lines were very long (as 

usual). I knew we’d have a Magic Leap at the uni soon (and Alex has since confirmed we have one I 

can try shortly). I tried on the Oculus Rift S for sizing but didn’t have a demo as it was the end of the 

last day and they wanted to pack things away.  

Google, Amazon, Microsoft were all promoting their services focussed business models, there’s lots 

of great technology here for those with enough time to engage with it! 

The IGF (Independent Games Festival) stand was as busy as ever, but surprisingly there were no 

rosettes for the winners of the various awards categories (I’ve still not had a chance to watch the IGF 

awards and see how many Lucas Pope got). 

The Expo floor was HUGE, much bigger than in previous years, and it’s always been a pretty large 

expo already. The organisers posted the following clip on twitter, I’m not sure if they have an easier 

to view version elsewhere (YouTube?), so you’ll have to copy and paste it into a browser to get a 

sense of the scale of the expo floor itself.   

https://twitter.com/i/status/1108428032442691584 

 

https://twitter.com/i/status/1108428032442691584
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Main Takeaways and Predictions: 
To conclude, some of the main take-aways and predictions relating to Game Developers 

Conference 2019 this year were: 

• Streaming of games has the potential to shake up the industry, and the era of hardware-

based consoles *might* soon be at an end (within the decade type of ‘soon’).  

 

• Content Discoverability is a challenge for developers, will innovations such as Stadia be a 

benefit or a bane for smaller studios? 

 

• Creators (YouTube streamers) are becoming more important for the industry and 

shouldn’t be ignored (maybe we should have a CT course to cover this subject area?) 

 

• Expect Microsoft to announce a Steaming Based Xbox platform at E3, with support on non-

Xbox hardware (including Nintendo Switch).  

 

• We should still invest more energy looking at how Machine and Deep Learning can be used 

in production and other innovative creative areas and not just gameplay. 

 

• Raytracing is still back, but with caveats! It would be good to ensure staff have access to 

this technology, as there are chances to innovate here, especially relating to performance 

and optimisation.   

 

• We still might expect the next round of Next Gen Consoles to be based and promoted on 

Raytracing (Movie-like) GPU hardware, so the base technology needs to iterate for a 

couple of generations before it’s affordable for mass market. I still estimate 1+ years 

minimum (Summer 2020) for next console generation release date, with announcements 

soon, if based on this technology. Sony will try to announce their provision after Microsoft 

to gain an upper hand.  

 

• Unity3d are pushing readying for their IPO at some point this year, while their market 

share might decline slightly in the next year. Expect lots of recruitment over the coming 

months but be concerned regarding the potential for future redundancies.  

 

• Amazon have no surprises currently but watch this space.   

 

• VR is still doing OK but is still not earth shattering. New devices might improve 

accessibility, but platform still has a technical and cost barrier to entry.  

 

• AR is still considered a table-top activity, but innovations are on the horizon that could 

enable the more significant real-world applications of AR. (Piggybacking on other 

technologies for Steaming data sets) 

 

• Google will shake up the games industry with their Stadia platform, though take up 

outside the USA might be limited in the short-term due to poor network infrastructure.   
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• Xbox is probably not up for sale after all, and Microsoft is positioning to sell services to 

past competitors. Xbox plan a streaming platform announcement, likely at E3 in the 

summer. 

GDC 2019 indicates we are still in a period of significant change for the games industry, that might 

change the type of platforms we develop for and how we work, for some time to come. There are 

approaches, such as the Game Stack, we need to do better at engaging with in our taught provision, 

and there is pressure for students to be more aware of areas such as these prior to their graduation.  

The next 12 months are sure to be a roller-coaster, with anticipated announcements related to the 

next (possibly final for now) round of consoles, and the launch of the first streaming platforms 

integrated with socially connected promotion. It will be interesting to see if this works globally as 

anticipated, but I suspect the convenience of steaming will win out against dedicated hardware in 

the longer term.  

I’m never happy that my GDC Report captures all the details, and thoughts that have been on my 

mind over the week. There are a number of topics and themes that have come up, that I just don’t 

have the time to cover here, but rest assured they are on my mind, and when the timing is right I can 

introduce them into our conversations.  

It remains an exciting time to be in the games industry!  

 

 

Images included in the report are a combination of those I took during the event, and some posted by 

GDC’s Flickr page at https://www.flickr.com/photos/officialgdc/albums 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/officialgdc/albums
https://www.flickr.com/photos/officialgdc/albums

