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Freelance Games Composer: Market Analysis Report

Introduction

Through rapid technological development in the media and entertainment industry, the priority of music and sound in the visual mediums of film, television and video games has increased significantly in order to provide the intended effect on the audience and enhance their immersion and interaction whilst accommodating the advancement of visual technology (Buchanan 2016). This particularly remains crucial to the success and appeal of the visual product, as the soundtrack (the entire auditory component as well as the music) most importantly underscores meaning and feeling for any narrative in addition to occasionally offering the consumer a supplementary component of the visual product in the form of a purchasable music soundtrack. This offers extra profit for both the producer(s) and the composer(s) – if the composer/artist receives royalties for their music – and an experience that extends beyond the visuals (Brabec and Brabec 2007; Brändström et al. 2010). To maintain the quality of music and sound required in the entertainment industry, it is essential that there are audio-production, sound design and music production companies which provide these services for various visual mediums by either employing independent composers, sound designers and audio engineers as well as using in-house composers, sound designers and audio engineers that are particularly talented in specific genres and dedicated enough to be adaptable for all genres. This allows such companies to provide for a multitude of genres and mediums across visual media, ultimately extending their service output and allowing extra creative work and therefore financial gain.
Prior to contemporary music production agencies and audio and music companies, the opportunity for composing to film and television primarily became possible through acquiring contacts in both the media and music industries and being dependant on becoming recognised by large productions or music directors that offer the ‘break’ that composers desire in their work (CareersinMusic.com 2018; Stolpa 2016). Although these opportunities still remain today, many composers, sound designers and audio engineers have innovatively propelled their own craft by creating or joining an agency that notably provides music and audio work for numerous visual projects using their own skills and acquiring a team of audio and music specialists. This markedly offers an agency the chance to work on several projects by having an appropriate team of professionals that can supply a service to various visual projects, such as film, television, video games, animation and advertising (Davis 2010). In particular, video games can be viewed as one of the most fundamental contemporary opportunities for composers and sound designers for acquiring work and creating innovative music and audio given the advanced technology in gaming, such as the pioneering developments into virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR) and extended reality (XR) (Woollacott 2018) which are requiring the equally innovative quality and real-time manipulation of audio. This offers composers and sound designers creative and innovative possibilities in the player’s interaction with music and sound in addition to the diversity in genre and target audience that requires specifically-tailored music and audio (Sweet 2015), of which is available from a plethora of game studios ranging from indie to “casual core” (professionally produced, smaller scale games) to large-budget (AAA) and even student projects (Schmidt 2017). These developments in the game industry market are especially evident of the importance of the quality of musical and auditory accompaniment and the collaboration between game developers and composers/sound designers that can be supplied by a dedicated agency. For this project, I have proposed starting a music production business that focuses on providing original music and sound design for various forms of game studios and game developers. Therefore, this report will provide a market analysis in the field of music production and composition as a creative service for video games in order to ascertain innovative economic and commercial strategies that benefit the enterprise idea in the associated field.


Games Industry and Game Audio Industry: Market Analysis

In the games industry, music composers provide a service to developers that predominantly includes original music, ambient sound and sometimes sound effects and can be self-employed or employed by a game studio (CareersinMusic.com 2018). Composers in the game audio industry can be categorised as salaried employees, freelancers and salaried employees who additionally do freelance work for subsidiary income, with the annual GameSoundCon Industry Survey in 2017 particularly stating that over 40% of composers in the games industry are entirely freelancers (Schmidt 2017). Such a statistic displays that quite a majority of composers still prefer being freelancers opposed to being a salaried employee, and it highlights that they are able to use the opportunity of being freelance to work with various studios and developers continuously throughout the year, taking on numerous projects, that will possibly provide them with a higher annual income than that of a salaried employee. This is also stated in the 2017 Survey where it highlights that “full-time freelancer game composers and sound designers in general had greater annual incomes than salaried employees” (Schmidt 2017), and this result also included salaried employees who acquire freelance income on the side. Specifically, the average yearly salary for freelancers was reported in the survey at $69,848 (£54,940) (Schmidt 2017). Despite the risk of relying purely on the opportunity for game studios and developers requiring the services of a composer, the survey provides evidence that being proactive in the games industry market as a freelancer is (on average) more profitable than the annual income of salaried employees. However, it is observed that the length of time and amount of experience from working within the game audio industry (and this does apply to most industries) is a large contributor to the total income of a freelance games composer, as their quality of service will be influenced by the amount of years spent in the industry. Figure 1 aptly illustrates this, demonstrating that the longer the freelance composer has worked in the industry (and thus has accumulated more experience and reputation), the higher the annual income will evidently be over time. This is also highlighted in the 2017 Survey (see Figure 2), where the highest salaries are reportedly up to $150,000 (£118,000) for salaried employees who have at least eight to twelve years’ experience in the game audio industry – in particular the two highest peaks (60,000 and 150,000) are based on the salaries of audio directors and ‘management’ roles in game audio, underlining the difference between the incomes of freelancers and salaried employees (Schmidt 2017).
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Figure 1 (Schmidt 2017)
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Figure 2 (Schmidt 2017) 
So, although there is a reported higher annual income average for freelance composers, there is a risk of not maintaining work throughout the year that significantly decreases the annual income compared to a salaried employee. Based on this, it is now appropriate to analyse the target market of my game composition service to discover trends and opportunities available for a game composer.
In 2018, the current need for game composers is significantly high and has been growing year-on-year with no sign of deacceleration; it has in fact been displaying signs of accelerated growth that had particularly escalated upon the launch of Apple’s online AppStore in 2008 (see Figure 3).
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Figure 3 (GameSoundCon 2015)

Figure 3 displays the number of composers and music directors that were employed from 1999 to 2014 and highlights the remarkable increase in their employment of 15,000 between when the AppStore was created in 2008 to 2011 (GameSoundCon 2015). This was seemingly a reaction to the mass development of mobile games and apps being created and released on the AppStore, as a large percentage of apps are games and are therefore in high demand by the large consumer base (Schmidt 2017). Thus, accordingly many game developers required music for their projects, resulting in the continuous growth in need for game composers and of which particularly satisfies freelance composers given the amount of local opportunity. The significance of this is accentuated by the fact that as of 2015 five-hundred games were being released globally every day on the AppStore (Graft 2015), of which has grown to approximately 6,140 Android apps and 1,434 iOS apps every day worldwide by first quarter 2018 (Statista 2018a; Statista 2018b). The release of Microsoft’s Xbox also evidently created more jobs for game composers (see Figure 3 which reveals a small rise in composer employment after the Xbox’s year of release in 2001), but the proliferation in mobile games and online gaming with Facebook seems to have significantly increased the opportunities for composers due to the accessibility and low cost in creating mobile and online games compared to games for other gaming platforms. 
In the United Kingdom, it is recorded that there are 2,261 active games companies (as of June 2018) with the UK itself being the fifth largest video game market (Newzoo 2017) with a value of £5.11 billion in consumer sales in 2017 – this had increased by 12.4% from 2016, displaying signs of continuous growth (UK Interactive Entertainment 2018). The UK also has 1,483 active games companies that are making mobile games and have an identified mobile games workforce that is the largest in the European Union, with 5,000 full-time employees – this figure comprises just under 25% of the 21,000 mobile game jobs from across the European Union, emphasising the size of the UK’s mobile game market (UK Interactive Entertainment 2018). Additionally, 47% of people who own smartphones in the UK use apps to play games (see Figure 4), highlighting the interest that the consumer of my target market has for mobile games, offering me more opportunity for employment due to the large amount of mobile games being developed daily.
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Figure 4 (UK Interactive Entertainment 2018)

Examples of the UK’s success in the games industry can include AAA studio Rockstar Games’ Grand Theft Auto V (2013) which is the “most financially successful media product of all time” (UK Interactive Entertainment 2018), acquiring over $6 billion in global revenue and becoming the top-selling game in the US, and ustwo’s Monument Valley (2014) which has been downloaded over 26 million times and won 20 international awards, including the 2015 BAFTAs for both Best Mobile & Handheld and Best British Game (UK Interactive Entertainment 2018). The quality of a large-budget release such as Grand Theft Auto is a primary example of the quality of games development in the UK for which I can plan for the long-term when experience and reputation allows me to have the opportunity to do freelance work for a large company, whereas Monumental Valley is a prime example of a game that I would aim to produce work for upon starting my own freelance business as a games composer and sound designer. Surprisingly, there are only 149 games industry service companies (such as a game composer service) in the UK against the 2,261 games companies, revealing a very large disproportion between the amount of opportunity in the game market and the amount of music production companies available to provide the service (UK Interactive Entertainment 2018). Although the number of freelancers is extensive in the UK, there is still opportunity in this market for a music production service that I will be providing that can offer exactly what games companies need for their projects using music and sound design, due to the large number of game studios compared to the smaller number of available composer services. This will be appealing to my target market because I will be providing exactly what they need and can adapt to their project to produce the specific music they require as well as maintaining my own artistic style in my work. However, there is large competition in this market that affects such windows of opportunity, and these appear as other freelancer composers and music production agencies in the local area. 
For example, professional composer Bobby Cole is based very locally in Swansea, Wales and composes music and provides sound design for a variety of media including film, television and computer games with an experience of at least a decade in the industry (Cole 2018). Although he works across various media, he is most known for his work in film, television, apps and games and specialises in horror music and sound design using both orchestral and electronic elements in his work, of which has made him an especially prominent eclectic composer to employ in all these areas. Another example is composer agency The Composerworks which represents composers from Los Angeles and Britain and is situated in Salford, England (The Composerworks 2018). This form of company assists composers in acquiring jobs in prominent film and television productions across the UK which can be viewed as a competitive disadvantage for a purely freelance composer new into the industry. Bobby Cole is an important example of competition given his very local presence, diverse musical style and established reputation as a composer and sound designer, and The Composerworks is another example of the competition with other composers who are assisted in acquiring jobs as a result of their experience and reputation. Therefore, it is important to focus on the local opportunities in mobile gaming and other available media as my initial target market and by working as a freelancer I could expect to have a starting charge of £200 per minute of music, eventually increasing to over £2000 per minute of music according to average freelance costs (Schmidt 2016).
Conclusively, another study by market analyst Newzoo (Wijman 2018) also reveals that for the first time, the global games industry will be receiving half of its revenues entirely from mobile gaming (see Figure 5).
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Figure 5 (Wijman 2018)

Figure 5 states that globally, the games market is stated to reach $137.9 billion (£108 billion) in 2018 – which is reported to be up 13.3% year-over-year (Sinclair 2018) – with an expected growth of up to $180.1 billion (£141.22 billion) by the end of 2021 (UK Interactive Entertainment 2018). Interestingly, mobile gaming has contributed half of this years’ revenue at $70.3 billion (£53.13 billion), completely surpassing all other platforms of gaming and considerably underlining the impact that mobile games have on the game industry and the opportunity available to freelancers. Due to these facts, my initial approach to my target market would be aimed at these mobile game platforms, as the consistent amount of interactive games being released today – and of which are being increasingly integrated with innovative game technology such as VR and AR (Woollacott 2018) that additionally benefit the creativity of the composer and sound designer – ensures consistent need for the services of a composer in a continuously expanding and developing market.
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