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2.4 Full Production
Can you hear that? It’s the satisfied humming sound of a well-oiled machine, run-
ning smoothly and efficiently. Those excited voices? Those are the sounds of your 
team when they are happily creating great content, enjoying a new feature that just 
came online, and expressing their confidence in the idea that what they’re build-
ing is going to be great. If your concept and pre-production phases were properly 
executed, and no nasty surprises arose that changed the world on you, then your 
production process should sound like this.

Of course, the soundtrack to real life is seldom as melodious as the one we imag-
ine. For most teams, the production phase is a stumbling, shambling lurch from one 
milestone to the next, usually punctuated by subteam Scrum-style sprints every few 
weeks. Although at first this process might seem a fairly straightforward matter of 
determining what the milestone needs to entail, executing on it, and then moving 
on to the next one, there is typically a bit more complexity.

Let’s take a look at the way one milestone flows into the next and some of the 
key beats that will need to be hit along the way. Figure 2.2 is a simplified diagram 
showing two milestones.

Since the first milestone or two in the production phase tends to be special cases 
of working out a few kinks or getting a few core tools up and working so that all of 
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your teams can be effective, we’ll assume that the project has already been through 
these kickoff milestones. So let’s say that you’re a few milestones into production. 
Things are moving smoothly.

In this hypothetical, we’re looking at two typical mid-production milestones. They 
could really be from almost any type of project. The first milestone is on July 7. 
The team should know what they’re working on, and that they have 6 weeks before 
they are expected to deliver a milestone build to the QA department, which will 
then review the build and make sure that the project leads are aware of anything 
deficient that needs to be addressed. Our discussion will start on the third and 
fourth milestones.

Let’s take a closer look at Milestone 3 (Fig. 2.3). Assuming that all of your 
teams and subgroups know what they should be working on, and that they under-
stand the team’s dependencies and deadlines, the first few weeks should focus on 
development. Your primary job during this period is to help facilitate communica-
tion between teams, to check out new features and content as it is created, and 
 generally to help facilitate the development process any way you can.

Midway through this milestone, a new task should begin to dominate your 
thinking. You’ll need to work with the leads and subleads across all teams to plan 
the details of the next milestone. This is obviously tricky because you’re only half-
way through the last one. Thus, first, your leads will need to gather a sufficient 
amount of information from everyone on their teams about the game’s current 
rate of  progress. You’ll want them to try to project forward a few weeks to deter-
mine where all of your key features will be. You’ve already achieved a high-level 
understanding regarding what this next milestone needs to accomplish from your 
work in the pre-production phase, so now your job is to determine the details 
of exactly who will be doing what, starting in approximately 3 weeks, to get the 
game to its overall goal. This step of the process is really an exercise in educated 
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 best- guessing. (Remember, however, that you’re only projecting ahead by a few 
weeks, and  hopefully your leads are experienced in this process so that the guesses 
they make are likely to be pretty informed.)

Once your leads have come up with the next milestone goals and the team has 
worked out task lists, you’ll need to have them vetted by the general team for accu-
racy, clarity, and achievability. You’ll also want your QA leads to become involved, 
once the team has approved the next milestone task list, because during the next 
week or so, QA will need to come up with their test plans for milestone four (M4). 
This planning exercise should take no more than 4 days, but its important to remem-
ber that this step touches each team you work with and involves a fair amount of 
communication both up and down the ladder. Because your workers all still have a 
milestone that they’re in the middle of, you’ll want to make sure that as little of this 
burden as possible is passed down to them. (This is where your mid-management 
layer of associate producers, development directors, and group leads will have their 
mettle tested.)

After your mid-milestone planning session, you should have a few days left to 
really push toward wrapping up any outstanding milestone tasks. Then it’s time to 
start the process of integrating everyone’s work into a single coherent build.

Stated simply, the integration phase begins the moment that the teams working 
on disparate branches (the rendering branch, the art branch, etc.) start to collabo-
rate on pulling together the different code blocks and content bases, incorporating 
the various pieces into the main trunk. Most teams, distributed or not, go through 
this process periodically, and your technical director should be very experienced 
at this. For more highly distributed teams, there will probably be more branches to 
the tree, and integration is likely to be a little trickier. That’s the reason why in this 
example, we’ve set aside a full week for this step.

Notes on integrating the different branches:

the longer you wait, the more complicated the task will be.

don’t get into this habit because eventually you’ll need to integrate it all into a 
cohesive whole.

seen branch integrations that were supposed to take 2 days end up taking a 
month. Make sure you leave yourself enough time to complete this process, even 
if it means delaying some work until the next milestone.

number of engineers who are responsible for branch integration, usually helps 
restore stability quickly and efficiently.

time for branch integration can help limit downtime.
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Once your branches are tidied up and you’ve got a working build for each 
 platform, a build that demonstrates all (or most) of the various features and  content 
you’d hoped to accomplish for the milestone, it’s time to hand it off to someone else 

(and ideally), this will be your QA group. Occasionally, this duty is assumed by 
the production or management group responsible for going through the mile-
stone plans, line by line, to ensure that everything you set out to achieve works as 
expected. Provided that everything is there and working, no more need be done – 
you’re ready to move on to your next milestone.

hoped your teams would accomplish won’t get done; what you’ve ended up imple-
menting works differently from what you expected; or design changes brought 
about by necessity, mid-milestone, ended up changing the software in some funda-
mental way. In all of these cases, you’ll need to identify what didn’t get done and 
address it on the next milestone work list (unless, of course, it’s been decided that 
the feature is no longer needed or the specification for the software has changed in 
some other way).

Since your mid-milestone planning already produced a detailed work item, don’t 
force your teams to wait around while their milestone build is reviewed for defi-
ciencies. Instead, have them start working on the next milestone right away. Once 
you have a full understanding of any hangover work from the previous milestone, 
work with your team leads and other individuals to slide the hangover items onto 
the list for the next 5 weeks.

Often, when too many of these sorts of unexpected extra work items combine 
with integrations that take longer than expected, and other surprise delays occur 
(which is common), you’ll find yourself needing to take a serious look at the project 
schedule as a whole, and what you’d hoped to accomplish in the upcoming mile-
stones, to determine where you’ll find the time for all of the unexpected but highly 

some amount of hangover and integration delay and planning accordingly. I sug-
gest that a conservative estimate of 15% additional time allotted for unaccounted 
for tasks such as these is appropriate. Plan for it now, and you won’t have to crunch 
for it later.

2.5 A Word on Demos
If the name “E3” strikes a little fear in your heart and you remember the sick feel-
ing of having been up too many nights in a row while your DICE deadline loomed, 
then you’re likely to find this section familiar. You might even shudder at the mem-
ory of trade show and magazine demos and of both press and public playing your 
unfinished game. You might remember moving pizza boxes off the floor under your 
desk so that some weary team member could catch a few hours of sleep before 
 continuing the hunt to find and kill each devastating bug. If you’ve been around 


