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External development refers to the practice of video game 
Developers/Publishers (buyers) leveraging Service Providers 
(sellers) in any aspect of development, including but not limited 
to art, animation, cinematics, audio, engineering, porting, 
game development, UX-UI, motion capture, QA, localization, 
and VFX. External development is an established pillar of the 
larger games development process. This report is intended to 
identify trends in external development and provide insight into 
the most significant concerns facing both buyers and sellers.

The 2021 Insights report also includes two important new 
additions. First, insights into the early impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic. And second, a new section devoted to Inclusivity, 
Equity & Diversity in external development

The statistics in this report were derived anonymously from 
nearly 200 submissions from industry professionals worldwide. 
Research and data gathered to establish this report was 
collected by the organizers of the External Development Summit 
(XDS), with contributions from the  XDS Advisory Committee. 
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External Development Summit (XDS) is the only annual, 
international games industry event held in Canada, with a 
primary focus on external development for Art, Animation, 
Audio, Engineering, QA and Localization. Each year, a broad 
community of game Developers / Publishers and Service 
Providers gather to contribute to the advancement of the 
video game industry through collaboration, sharing of best 
practices, networking, and the delivery of a high-caliber, 
educational program.

XDS21 Adapt will take place on September 14-17, 2021.  
For regular event updates sign up for our newsletter.

Who We Are

The data in this report was collected between the dates of December 16, 2020 
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not add to a total % of 100 due to rounding.
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Quality of Work continues to be the most important factor year over year, with over 
80% of respondents selecting it (though this is a decrease from 90% last year). 

Top 3 most important factors  
Developer/Publishers seek when selecting a Service Provider

QUICK STATS

Diversity, Equity,  
& Inclusivity

Build more  
content & features*

#1 Reason Companies  
Engage Service Providers:

51% of Developers/Publishers  
consider it important that their Service 
Providers have diversity, equity, & 
inclusivity objectives in the workplace

Increased demand
45% of Service Providers have 
seen an increased demand from 
their existing customers since 
the COVID-19 pandemic began.

Track 
Record 

down from 2nd place

Quality  
of Work Rates

Team  
Skill Sets 

up from 4th place

Team Skill Sets increased in importance compared to last year, replacing 
Track Record as the factor tied for 2nd place.

21 2 3

TIE
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Service Providers are specializing.

The number of respondents stayed the same as last year,  
but the number of services each company offers declined 
across the board (with the notable exception of Engineering). 
This suggests that Service Providers are narrowing their 
focus in prioritizing certain areas of expertise over offering  
a broad multi-service line strategy.

Percentage of Providers  
Offering Each Service

2021 2020 2019

Art 70% 74% 65%

Animation 44% 57% 44%

Game Development – Mobile 35% 39% 20%

Game Development – Console 32% 36% 12%

Game Development – PC/Online 32% 39% 16%

Engineering  
(server side, front end, web development, etc.)

27% 20% 14%

Game Development – VR/AR 24% 35% 14%

Cinematics/Trailers/VFX 23% 34% 27%

UI/UX 19% 21% 27%

QA 15% 22% 10%

Localization 8% 15% 12%

Audio 8% 15% 13%

Other (MoCap, Creative Development) 8% 14% 13%

* Notice a lot of yellow compared to last year?  

This doesn’t mean that fewer services are 
available for sale – it means that this year’s pool of 
respondents offered fewer services each. In other 
words, this year’s respondents tended to be more 
niche providers vs. multi-service line providers.

WHO PARTICIPATED: 

SERVICE PROVIDER OVERVIEW
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50% have LESS THAN  
50 EMPLOYEES 

while 12% have more  
than 500 EMPLOYEES*

20%  

of Service Provider 
respondents are  

planning to open a  
NEW LOCATION this year

Significant change in the  
Service Provider landscape
Half of the Service Providers who responded to this 
year’s survey did so for the FIRST TIME - which was 
also true last year. Though many Service Providers 
have disappeared over the last year due to closures  
or M&A activity, those disappearances were more than 
offset by new Service Providers entering the market.

the marketplace employees locations

*of Service Providers surveyed

WHO PARTICIPATED: 

SERVICE PROVIDER OVERVIEW
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45%  
of Service Providers 
have ONE LOCATION 

10%  
operate out of more 
than 5 LOCATIONS

WHO PARTICIPATED: 

This year’s survey includes 
perspectives from a broad  
range of Service Providers,  
both by location and by scale. 
This variety gives us confidence 
that the data in this report is 
genuinely global — and it also 
gives us insight into the health 
of the industry. 

Global 
Representation

locationsinternational response by region

8%

26%

36%

30%
• Asia  

• Europe 

• North America 

• South America 

SERVICE PROVIDER OVERVIEW
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