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Introduction 
The purpose of this report is to discuss the 
informational interview I conducted with Tom Lee, 
the Creative Director of Team Ninja. Team Ninja is a 
video game company known for the hack-and-slash 
series, Ninja Gaiden, and fighting game series, Dead 
or Alive. I spoke with Tom Lee because he works in 
the video game industry as a highly-experienced 
creative writer, a career that I am planning to pursue.  

I cover the job description of a Creative Director, Tom 
Lee’s career path and his advice for up-and-coming creative writers, and the pros and cons of 
this position. I am currently a senior Communications student with a minor in Professional 
Writing. I have been writing creative narratives nearly all my life. At the end of this report, I 
analyze whether this position is the right fit for me, which may help you in deciding if pursuing a 
creative writing career in video games is right for you.  

Job Description 
According to Lee, a Creative Director for a video game comes up with a creative “vision” or 
director and keeps everyone on track to fulfill that vision. This includes the direction of the game 
itself, public relations, and advertising and marketing. A Creative Director is one of the highest 
job fields for a creative writer’s career path.  

Responsibilities 
In the initial stages of the job, a Creative Director 
must flesh out the idea in their head and be able to 
communicate that vision to a tight group of people. 
This group of people consists of the “elites” of a 
project. The Creative Director has to come up with 
the direction for this game, which includes the “big 
picture” of the plot, characters, artistic style, 
gameplay, and tone.  

Once the smaller team fleshes out the vision into a more feasible idea, the Creative Director will 
delegate tasks to other managers and continue to oversee the project, ensuring that every aspect 
of the game coincides with that vision in a timely manner. The Creative Director works with and 
must know how to empower everyone who touches the overall aesthetic of the game, such as 



character artists, level designers, programmers, engineers, and creative writers. If a certain role 
needs more support, the Creative Director may also need to hire new employees.  

Between the game’s finishing touches and final release, the Creative Director must also work on 
a marketing and promotion strategy. They must be ready to go to news sources and stakeholders 
about their new game and prepare answers for a variety of questions, ranging from what makes 
this new game unique or different from previous entries to why certain creative decisions were 
favored instead of others.  

Skills Necessary 
Creativity, like the position title implies, is the number one skill necessary in this line of work. 
You must be able to come up with unique video game ideas, like plots, maps, and characters, as 
well as have a good sense on how other people progress in their own creative processes. Since 
this is one of the end goals of a Creative Writer, you must already have mastered skills like 
dialogue writing, character design, character interaction, and worldbuilding.  

 

A Creative Director, especially for a well-established video game company like Team Ninja, 
must be prepared to go down new paths and create unique content. Lee has described this as a 
need “to push the boundaries of games” since technology is constantly evolving.  

However, a Creative Director also needs other practical skills that are outside of the creative 
process. You must have strong communication skills, excellent task and time management, and 
experience working with teams outside of your creative section. Additionally, a Creative 
Director must know how to properly delegate tasks and work on the company’s PR image, 
especially when you are the person being interviewed by journalists or talking to fans.  



Qualifications  
For any creative writing position, but especially for a higher-level job like a Creative Director, 
your experience and creativity are more important than any other quality. Lee mentioned that, for 
creative people these days, you should be creating a portfolio to showcase your work. He also 
added that bringing together a team of friends to work on a smaller project like an indie game 
would show relevance to the gaming field. This can also prove that you can work effectively in a 
team. Since the internet is so prevalent, your work should be readily available through social 
media to illustrate your abilities to any possible employers.  

Professional Development 
Lee likes to see his job as pushing the boundaries of gaming, both as a company and within the 
gaming industry. Since he works for a well-established gaming company, he stated that he has to 
go beyond his previous successful works. Creative Directors have to find the balance between 
appeasing fans and creating something that will change the industry. 

  

Since this job requires so much experience, you have many routes to eventually reaching this 
point. Some Creative Directors, like Lee, have an artistic ability in both writing and digital art, so 
you may more inclined to pursue advertising and marketing like Lee did. Others may not even 
start in the video game industry and actually come from a different sector of the entertainment 
industry, like TV or movies. Lee noted that the most important part about developing your skills 
and moving forward in the industry is to use the passion that you have to inspire your work. 

Technical Writing 
Outside of their creative writing, Creative Directors have a lot of people to manage and talk to. 
This includes businesspeople, other creative workers, and outside journalists. Lee stated that he 
has hundreds of emails to look at every day, whether or not they’re short messages or longer 
documents that need to be parsed through. For him, emails are a necessary evil. If he had his 
way, he wouldn’t choose to write emails.  

His version of “memos” are mostly in the form of Facebook Message, WhatsApp, and other 
direct message and group text apps. He thinks that this is the most efficient way of 
communication because the writing is not bogged down by formalities. However, he did note 



that this type of communication works best with people who he knows well and can trust to 
understand his thought pattern. In these cases, “[DMs] replace an entire day’s emails with an 
extended group of people.” 

Lastly, he also writes documents on the IP that they are working on. These ones take longer, 
simply because of the sheer information that needs to go into creative a new video game. He said 
that these documents include prologues, character and map concepts, dialogue, plot, and other 
similar works. These documents mostly circulate around his team and other creative pods. 

Interviewee 
I spoke with Tom Lee, the Creative Director of Team Ninja. He has been working in the video 
game development field as a creative writer since Team Ninja’s first game, Dead or Alive . 

Career Path 
Lee was in advertising before becoming 
involved in the video game development 
scene. He explained that he met an eccentric 
Japanese man who was interested in selling 
arcade machines to America “at this little 
thing called E3.” While arcade machines were 
a huge hit in Japan, attempting to sell them to 
an entirely different audience was a huge gamble for him and anyone he ended up recruiting. 
However, he had one more project in his back pocket. The man turned out to be the head of what 
would become Team Ninja, and his idea for a new fighting game was Dead or Alive.  

Lee’s main roles were creative writer, designer, and art director in marketing before joining 
Team Ninja. He has been working for Team Ninja for 20 years and still finds himself surprised 
by the gaming industry. He stated that he did not have a typical career path, but added that most 
creative talent in the entertainment industry do not have a neat path to follow. 

Projects 
One of Team Ninja’s flagship series is Ninja Gaiden, the first of which, though not developed by 
Team Ninja, was released in 1990. The series is considered a mainstay of the hack-and-slash 
genre, which eventually contributed to the rise of newer-generation games, like Hyrule Warriors 
and Fire Emblem Warriors, both of which were also developed by Team Ninja.  

  



However, Lee stated that his favorite game that he has worked 
on with Team Ninja was Nioh (2017), which was a surprising 
departure from Ninja Gaiden and Dead or Alive. He said that, 
“Nioh was a gamble for us,” and “a real learning lesson for 
us,” since this was an entirely new series. Fan feedback was 
so positive that Nioh 2 is in the works. Taking creative risks 
like this are part of the enjoyment of working in such an 
open-ended role.  

Advice 
Lee has learned to understand how to communicate his creative vision to people who may not 
care about your work. He said that “you have to know how to communicate your vision 
effectively to a huge group of people,” including some who think completely from how you do.  

Going to conferences like GDC or mingling with people outside of video games is a great way to 
get a new perspective on what you should be doing for your IP. Lee said he enjoys going to “the 
other side of the entertainment sector” to learn how movie and TV directors tell stories, create 
characters, and shoot action sequences. One of the most important parts of being in such a pop 
culture field is to stay on top of what is current and find new ways to reinvent something that has 
already been done.  

For creative writers in particular, he said 
that you need to have a certain mindset to 
break through into the field of video games. 
He listed patience, passion, and smart 
communication skills as his top qualities in 
a Creative Director. Many creative writers, 
in his eyes, possess a certain quality that 
people who have “learned creativity” lack. 
Constantly coming up with new ideas and scenes in your head is an aspect he thinks only 
creative people have, which is vital to being successful in this field. 

Perks and Compensation  
According to Glassdoor, the average salary at high tech companies for a Creative Director is 
$150,000. Lee describes his job as “always on the clock,” since he does not receive hourly 
wages. However, he also chooses his daily hours, since he is a salaried worker, so long as he 
ensures tasks are completed by certain deadlines.  



Constant Creativity 
A Creative Director’s work is inspired by their daily life. Though their work can pile up and be 
stressful at times, Creative Directors get a lot of say in the IP they work on. Lee said that most of 
his work is based on his own personal life, and he knows of others who would agree with that 
sentiment. Part of the appeal is learning the limits of the medium you work in, pushing beyond 
those limits, and applying your real life experiences to something entirely new.  

Job Satisfaction 
Lee loves his job. He said he has had a fascinating time observing the gaming field for the past 
20 years. As previously mentioned, Creative Directors get to build upon an existing IP or churn 
out something completely new. One of his personal victories was the implementation of Diego, a 
new character who will debut in Dead or Alive 6. Though he loves the “fantasy-like ninjas and 
samurais,” he said that having characters like Diego, who is a “untrained, scrappy fighter,” 
breathes new life into the game. 

 

Difficulties and Risks 
Work/Life Balance 
Creating a video game means pouring months of constant work into it. A Creative Director, since 
they are basically one of, if not the sole, project manager of the game, has to commit to long 



work weeks. The team has to work especially hard when a game nears its completion week, 
nicknamed “crunch time,” which often falls in Q4 of that year.  

Many people who work in video games will not have a 
normal 9-5 job, and the job will seep into their lives. For 
Lee, he said that the first years of his marriage were rough 
because he felt he was married more to his job than to his 
wife. He said that, “she’d barely see me - sometimes, for 
weeks at a time.” However, he also realized that those 
were the people he wanted to make games for.  

Interdisciplinary Communication 
Outside of his “tight group of elites,” Lee has to explain his decisions to investors and 
businesspeople. They care less about the creative aspect of the game and want to know about the 
monetary returns. Because of this, his creativity needs to be toned down. Creative Directors then 
have to work within certain limitations after finishing that initial creative process.  

 

Lee also has issues explaining the difference between an “honest fan” and “trolls” to people who 
are not directly involved with video games. Sometimes, Lee will get feedback and immediately 
understand that a troll is trying to get under his skin. However, he found that a lot of 
businesspeople have no idea between the two types of people. Often times, he’ll have to sift 
through the pile of feedback and explain to the investors that they should not listen to certain 
complaints.  



Feedback and Public Relations 
Similar to talking with investors and people outside of the creative sector, Creative Directors will 
have issues when talking to the public about their new IP. Lee mentioned that it’s difficult to 
balance his desire to share his work while withholding enough information according to 
company policies.  

He said that people recognize him when he went to fighting game tournaments that included 
Dead or Alive 5 in their lineup. Some fans compliment his work, while others ask for character 
changes. He stated that it is difficult for him to have those conversations since they do take fan 
feedback seriously, but he is legally not allowed to talk about it.

 

Because of the huge internet boom and the rise of social media, video game developers are 
expected to give a lot of information about the games that they work on. However, Lee said that 
he is not the biggest fan of being constantly pressed for information. He said that Team Ninja, 
even before social media’s rise in prevalence, was more “private” about their work. Nowadays, 
Lee has a love-hate relationship with the constant feedback. He likes that he can get fans’ input 
in real time, but he also thinks that it blurs the line of how much influence, exactly, a fan should 
have in the game’s direction. Creative Directors are always challenged to stick to their visions. 

Conclusion 
Creative Directors are the lifeblood of an IP. They are the person who comes up with a vision, 
cleans it up with a smaller group, and eventually brings an awesome product to the public. As 
someone who is absolutely in love with creative writing and video games, I think I’d be an 
amazing fit for a Creative Director down the line.  

Through the conversation I had with Tom Lee, I realized that everything he said about what 
made a creative writer successful in the video game industry was applicable to me. Writing is my 
life, and I will fight anyone who tries to take that away from me. I constantly have that “movie 
playing in my head,” and I’m always inspired by everything I do and the people around me. I am 
comfortable creating new characters or plots in preexisting worlds, and I can also build from 
scratch. If any of these qualities sound like something you are able to do and are excited to 
pursue, then I believe that creative writing would be an amazing choice.  

  



References 
“Salary: Creative Director.” Glassdoor, 

www.glassdoor.com/Salaries/creative-director-salary-SRCH_KO0,17.htm. 

Team Ninja. “Dead or Alive 6 Title Logo.” 2018. Team Ninja Studios,  
www.teamninja-studio.com/doa6/us/images/common/logo.png  

Team Ninja. “Dead or Alive Concept Art.” 1995. FANDOM, 
www.deadoralive.fandom.com/wiki/Kasumi/Gallery?file=12281511.png.  

Team Ninja. “Diego Reveal Screenshot.” 2018. Team Ninja Studios,  
www.teamninja-studio.com/doa6/us/chara_diego.html  

Team Ninja. “Nioh Title Logo.” 2017. Team Ninja Studios , 
www.teamninja-studio.com/nioh/common/img/titlelogo.png 

Team Ninja. “Team Ninja Logo.” Wikipedia, en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Team_Ninja.png. 

http://www.glassdoor.com/Salaries/creative-director-salary-SRCH_KO0,17.htm
https://teamninja-studio.com/doa6/us/images/common/logo.png
https://deadoralive.fandom.com/wiki/Kasumi/Gallery?file=12281511.png
https://teamninja-studio.com/doa6/us/chara_diego.html
https://teamninja-studio.com/nioh/common/img/titlelogo.png
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Team_Ninja.png

