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Abstract 
The Irish animation industry is currently experiencing huge expansion and is worth an estimated €110m. 
However, ongoing talent shortages and pressure from cheaper animation providers overseas are 
threatening the industry’s growth and future viability. The purpose of this research study is to examine 
talent gasp in the Irish animation industry and explore possible reasons for this vacuum as well as 
identify potential solutions. 

The research sought to address gasps identified in the literature in relation to the availability of talent in 
the animation industry in Ireland. A review of the existing literature was undertaken to give a context to 
the research and provide a conceptual framework.  A qualitative semi-structured interview approach 
was then taken, collecting data from animation industry professionals and education providers within 
the animation space. 

The findings suggest that creative talent is considered a vital resource by the animation industry, that 
there is a war for talent within animation in Ireland and that animation graduates are leaving college 
without the necessary skills to join the workforce. The findings also show that Irish animation studios 
have no option but to examine options such as outsourcing and hiring from abroad and that the long 
term consequences of continuing talent gaps could lead to the loss of Irish animation jobs and stifle 
animation industry growth. 

The findings conclude that enhanced collaboration between the Irish third level colleges and the 
animation industry is the key to solving the graduate skills shortage but that the animation industry itself 
must achieve better retention of existing staff through talent development. The research concludes by 
considering the implications of the findings for the Irish animation industry, the Irish government, 
education providers and future researchers. 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

1.1 Contextual perspective – the animation industry 
Cartoons may look cute but they are big business. The size of the global animation industry was 
approximately $244 billion US in 2015 [1]. The rise of satellite and cable television and the demand for 
children’s TV content has led to a boom in the global animation industry over the last fifteen years. A 
recent report has identified the animation industry as one of the world's fastest growing industries [1]. 
Many countries now subsidise their national film industries including animation and this has led to the 
popularity of co-productions as a strategy to make use of global market opportunities [2].  

The modern Irish animation industry has its origins in 1985 when former Disney animator Don Bluth 
opened a studio in Dublin [3]. Today there are 25 Irish animation studios and recent estimates have 
valued the Irish animation sector at €110 million, with the sector doubling in value from 2009 to 2011 
[4]. As a recent Irish Times article noted: 

“with a strong skills base, and Section 481 tax credits delivering up to 32 per cent of eligible 
Irish spend for investors, employment has increased to an all-time high of 1,600 full-time 
jobs” [3]. 

The principal barrier to the further development of the animation industry in Ireland has been recognised 
as a shortage of trained staff. 
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Animation is an industry that depends heavily on the talented people who work within it. Silicon Republic 
reported in 2013 that demand for talent in the animation industry was higher than Ireland could supply, 
leading to an influx of animators from abroad [5].  As one industry veteran recently put it: 

“There’s actually such a shortage of good animators now. Studios here, in Dublin and in 
the UK are all after the same pool of people and there aren’t enough people to go around” 
[6].  

An EU-funded report on the Irish and UK animation industries found that talent shortages are limiting 
sector development [7]. 

1.2 Rationale for new research 
This study is both important and topical because, there is a dearth of past research on the subject of 
talent shortages in the creative industries in Ireland, even though – as the literature and primary research 
will demonstrate - this is a live problem in the animation, film, gaming and digital content industries. The 
research should be of interest to a range of stakeholders, including the Irish animation industry, the Irish 
government, third level institutions offering animation courses, other employers in the creative 
industries, and current and upcoming Irish animation industry employees. 

1.3 The Resource-Based View of the Firm 
Smith and Kelly [8] note that “future economic and strategic advantage will rest with the organisations 
that can most effectively attract, develop and retain a diverse group of the best and the brightest human 
talent in the marketplace”. The philosophy of Strategic HRM, Armstrong [9] notes, relies heavily on the 
resource-based view of the firm (RBVF). This approach states that it is the range of resources in an 
organisation, including its human resources, that produces its unique character and creates competitive 
advantage. One of the main aspects of the RBVF is the human element, the idea that “firm-specific” and 
“causally ambiguous” human capital, as well as “socially complex” behaviours and interactions provide 
valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable resources [10].  

The idea of “human capital”: that investing in people could be viewed as being as valuable as business 
investments in equipment, can be traced back to Schultz [11] and Becker [12].  Barney and Wright [13] 
noted in 1997 that there are three types of resources that an organisation can use to create competitive 
advantage: physical capital resources, organisational capital resources including planning and structure; 
and human capital resources, including the talents and skills of the firm's employees. More recently, 
Kang et al [14] emphasised the value to a company of the knowledge, skills and abilities held by their 
staff. 

The RBVF is a strategic approach which explains a company’s ability to deliver sustainable competitive 
advantage when resources are managed in such a way that their outcomes cannot be imitated by 
competitors, ultimately creating a competitive barrier [15], [16], [17].  A company’s people capabilities or 
“core competences” are one important aspect of the RBVF approach. They act as important and 
valuable intangible assets; “unlike physical assets, which do deteriorate over time, competencies are 
enhanced as they are applied and shared” [18]. As Prahalad and Hamel [18] also noted, an 
organisation’s people are the only real source of consistent competitive advantage.  

MacDuffie [19] sums up the conditions necessary to produce a HRM-firm performance relationship as: 

a) when employees possess knowledge and skills the managers lack; 
b) when employees are motivated to apply this skill and knowledge through discretionary effort; and 
c) when the firm's business or production strategy can only be achieved when employees contribute 

such discretionary effort.”  

1.4 The RBVF and the Animation Industry 
Evaluating whether an industry’s resources fulfil the following criteria reveals whether the RBVF model 
is an appropriate fit: 

• Value– A resource must enable a firm to employ a value-creating strategy, and the costs 
associated with the investment in the resource must not be higher than the future profits that 
result [20], [15], [21]. 

• Rare – To be of value, a resource must be rare [22]. 

4367



• Inimitability – If a valuable resource is controlled by only one firm it could be a source of a 
competitive advantage [20].  

• Lack of substitutability – Even if a resource is rare, valuable and completely imitable, another 
important element is non-substitutability [23]. 

A gap exists in the literature regarding specific research on how the RBVF might be a suitable model 
for the animation industry. However, several authors have discussed the model in terms of the creative 
industries in general. Miller and Shamsie [24] applied the resource-based view to Hollywood, noting that 
Hollywood resources encompassed a range of diverse assets: physical assets of studios, stars 
contracts, and very importantly, creative skills and ways of organising them. They further noted that in 
turbulent economic times, these skills and the organising processes were better predictors than any 
other of firm success. Abecassis-Moedus et al [25] studied the design industry in the context of the 
resource-based view, finding that in “star-based” design services, the individual designer operated as a 
“brand” after developing a reputation for high-quality work. One of the factors that set the creative 
industries apart is the centrality of individual creativity and talent [26]. Menger [27] noted that “artworks 
are conceived as unique, which makes each artist into a monopolist”.  

Within an organisation like an animation studio, the overall skilled workforce can be viewed as an asset 
since it and it alone can produce the ideas, products and innovations that their companies rely on for 
their revenue and overall reputation. Therefore, the RBVF can be considered appropriate as a HRM 
model for the animation industry.   

1.5 The War for Talent in Animation 
According to the management firm McKinsey, talent is … “the sum of a person's abilities… his or her 
intrinsic gifts, skills, knowledge, experience, intelligence, judgment, attitude, character and drive. It also 
includes his or her ability to learn and grow” [28].  

The global war for talent and an increasingly borderless workforce [28] have led to governments and 
companies adjusting their policies to attract and retain talent. Attracting talent is seen as a strategic 
approach for addressing the challenges of globalisation; “to be competitive globally, nations (rich 
nations, in particular) need to maximise their share of the world’s high tech, high skill, knowledge 
economy jobs; to help create and fill these jobs nations need to recruit the world’s most skilled and 
talented individuals, from wherever they come” [29]. The creative industries have been defined as those 
industries “supplying goods and services that we broadly associate with cultural, artistic, or simply 
entertainment value” [26]. 

In response to high-risk product markets, Caves [26] points out, flexibility is achieved through project-
based production. The project-based model of production has consequences for work patterns, with 
work undertaken by project teams [26]. These teams are brought together for specific projects and 
dissolve once the project is completed. Employment is therefore centred on projects and is thus mostly 
temporary. Employment types within the animation industry are generally organised as follows: 
“Wherever stable employment through long-term contracts exists …, it is to be found almost exclusively 
in large organizations… temporary organizations or small cultural organizations use mainly or 
exclusively short-term contracts…. creative artists operating as independent freelancing workers may 
themselves be seen as small firms building sub-contractual relations with artistic organizations” [27]. 
Neff et al. [30] and Menger [27] note that the cultural industries are built upon workers being motivated 
by the promise of one Big Job being right around the corner and also their ‘willingness to take the 
periodic risk of being out of work along with the continual risk of investing in their careers’.   

A recent EU-funded report [7] on the Irish and UK animation industries concluded that firstly, the 
production of animation is a labour-intensive process and secondly, talent shortages are limiting sector 
development. The most recent Action Plan for Jobs [30] lists as one of its actions the creation of up to 
1,000 jobs in the film and audio-visual sector (including animation) by supporting up to 32 projects, 
including feature documentaries, animation, TV Drama and short films but the number to be created in 
the animation sector alone is not specified. As discussed in the introduction, if a studio is unable to 
source staff with the right skills, they turn to one of the next three options – hiring from abroad, using a 
remote freelancer, or outsourcing. Their dilemma is summarised in the maxim – “you can have it good, 
fast or cheap, but only two of the three” [31]  

These difficulties in resourcing talent could result in animation companies relocating overseas, or in 
work contracts being lost to overseas competitors. For example: closer to home, Dublin-based animation 

4368



studio Brown Bag Films opened a studio in Manchester in 2015 employing 40 staff, citing difficulties 
recruiting staff in Ireland as the major reason for investing in an overseas branch.  

1.6 Irish Animation Graduate Skillsets 
While there is a lack of academic research on the subject of skills gaps in animation in Ireland, there is 
a plethora of government publications and other grey literature on the subject of the skills gap. The 
National Skills Strategy 2025 [32] notes that an organisation’s success will, in large part, depend on 
making the best use of skills available to them. The report also recognises that Ireland is increasingly 
dependent on foreign labour in addressing the skills shortages. One of the main strands of the skills 
strategy is in supporting an overall increase in the supply of skills to the labour market. However, 
attracting talent in from abroad can be expensive and may not be sustainable. 

A range of further and higher education courses in animation are available in Ireland. Most of the 
programmes take in up to 30 students per year so it is not unrealistic to expect between 160-200 Irish 
animation graduates each year. However, the demand from the Irish industry may dwarf the number of 
graduates produced. Animation Ireland warned the Joint Committee on Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation 
in 2015 that “the current pace of training initiatives does not match demand (approximately 40 graduates 
are produced in Ireland per annum of the required 100) and as such the animation sector, a key 
component of the creative economy, may be unable to source the necessary people and skills in the 
future”.  

The National Skills Strategy 2025 notes that it is not entirely within the remit of the education and training 
system to resolve the skills gaps; “within each of these issues are a complex set of variables… 
employers need to engage with education and training providers to create a shared understanding of 
their skills needs and how they can be addressed” [32]. Further, the report acknowledges that “more 
and more employers are also calling for experienced graduates. Logically, in order to achieve this, more 
work placements need to be offered by companies. Employers can also be very influential in course 
design and content and can help to deliver these through, for instance, giving guest lectures to students” 
[32]. 

The government’s skills strategy up to 2025 acknowledges the importance of education and training 
providers placing a stronger focus on providing skills development opportunities that are relevant to the 
needs of learners as well as employers, as well as employers participating actively in the development 
of these skills [32]. It also prioritises the involvement of practitioners with experience of delivering 
education, providing for lecturer placements in industry and the engagement of lecturers with recent 
experience of the world of work. The government also plans to increase the number of traineeships and 
apprenticeships available – including a traineeship in visual effects offered by digital studio Piranha Bar 
- through an Action Plan launched in January 2017. Most of the 27 apprenticeships currently available, 
however, are in areas unrelated to animation. Other reports such as the “Action Plan for Jobs 2017” 
mention a national Design4Growth scheme and consultation with all relevant stakeholders, noting that 
“design is… driving the emerging creative sectors such as graphics; film and animation; web interface 
and ICT design… where future growth, exports and job creation are expected to outperform the norm” 
[32]. 

The National Skills Strategy identifies the Skillnet model as enabling networks of employers in regions 
or sectors to come together to determine their common skill needs and procure training for their 
employees [32]. Skillnet has proved to be an effective model for companies to meet their short and 
medium term skill needs [32]. There is an active Animation Skillnet which provides regular subsidised 
short and long courses mainly aimed at upskilling existing animation employees. These courses are 
tailored, specialist courses designed and delivered by industry professionals to address the needs 
identified by industry. The Animation Skillnet are also responsible for the Bridge Programme, an 
intensive 8 week programme that aims to take graduates and make them “industry ready” by offering 
them the experience of the culture of business and the expectation of the delivery of outputs. Participants 
must be either recent graduates from Animation, Games and VFX related courses or previous graduates 
who are unemployed and trying to break into the industry. In collaboration with Screen Training Ireland, 
the Animation Skillnet also runs the 12-month Animation and VFX Traineeship Programme, which 
partners 12 trainees with 12 animation/VFX studios for one full year.  

The initiatives listed in the National Skills Strategy may help the animation industry over the longer term 
(for example, encouraging the third level institutions to engage with employers more closely  and 
programmes such as Skillnet provide targeted training for new and existing industry staff [32]. However, 
the sheer numbers of skilled animation staff that will be required by companies such as Boulder Media 
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and Cartoon Saloon over the next few years appear to be far in excess of the number of students 
graduating and the number of people that can be trained by Skillnet [33].   

2 METHODOLOGY 
The literature exploration identified the central importance of skills and talent to the animation industry, 
but the exploration also revealed a real shortage of previous investigation on the subject of talent 
shortages in the creative industries in Ireland. This research proposed to explore the reasons for this 
talent gap, the consequences of the gap and ways in which it might be filled.   

The following key question for exploration was identified: 

“What are the causal factors and consequences of the ongoing talent gaps in the 
Irish animation industry?” 

The research set out to explore whether the talent resource was considered to be a competitive 
advantage in the Irish animation industry, and the extent to which the Irish animation industry is reliant 
on hiring talent from abroad and on utilising outsourced or freelance talent.  Also, it investigated whether 
the Irish higher-education system produces industry-ready animation graduates. Accordingly, the key 
question of the study can be elaborated to identify four research objectives: 

• To explore whether creative talent is a vital resource within the Irish animation industry.  
• To identify whether talent gaps exist within the Irish animation industry. 

• To explore potential consequences of talent gaps within the Irish animation industry. 
• To identify possible solutions to talent gaps within the Irish animation industry. 

• The research in this case adopted the qualitative approach due to the subjective nature of the 
research topic. 

2.1 Data Collection and Analysis 
A series of individual semi-structured interviews were carried out which allowed data to be collected that 
expressed different points of view of talent shortages.  This provided data from a smaller number of 
respondents than would be reached with a survey, but this flexible, less structured approach allowed for 
valuable and complex data to be collected [34]. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 6 key stakeholders: 

• one senior member of the management team at their place of work (a large animation studio in 
Dublin) 

• one very experienced industry professional, a member of staff at the same organisation  

• one member of the Operations/HR team at another large animation studio 
• one staff member from the Animation Skillnet (an industry-led training network) 

• one member of staff from Screen Training Ireland, the animation industry training body; and 
• one member of teaching staff from an Irish third level animation course.  

To carry out a thorough analysis of qualitative research data, Strauss and Corbin [35] and Harding [36] 
recommend that researchers follow a series of manual data analysis steps. This staged process was 
used in this research to analyse the primary data collected from the interview subjects and compare 
them against the secondary research from the literature: Transcription; Data Immersion; Open Coding; 
Axial Coding; Selective Coding and Interpreting. 

The research aimed to answer the research question with the following interview themes and related 
questions: Talent in the Animation Industry; Talent Gaps; Solutions to Talent Gaps and Irish Graduate 
Skillsets. 

3 RESULTS 
The results of the research are summarized in the tables below: 
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3.1 Research Objective 1 
Table 1 - Research Objective 1 – Data Analysis Summary Results 

To explore whether creative talent is a vital resource within  
the Irish animation industry 

Literature Review Primary Research - Summary 
The resource-based view posits that “firm-specific” human 
capital provides valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-
substitutable resources  

Both industry professionals and education providers 
view creative talent as a vital asset. 

One of the factors that set the creative industries apart is 
the centrality of individual creativity and talent. 

Creative talent provides animation studios with an 
inimitable competitive advantage. 

3.2 Research Objective 2 
Table 2 - Research Objective 2 – Data Analysis Summary Results 

To identify whether talent gaps exist within the Irish animation industry 
Literature Review Primary Research - summary 

The current output from training initiatives does not 
match demand and the animation sector is experiencing 
difficulty in filling talent gaps.  

Both industry professionals and education 
providers felt that there is currently a war for talent 
within animation in Ireland. 

Irish animation graduates are entering the workforce 
without the required technical skills and Irish employers 
do not feel that there is adequate engagement between 
industry and higher education. 

The industry subjects were in no doubt that some 
Irish animation graduates are leaving college 
without the required skills and also questioned the 
experience and technical skillset of some of the 
animation teaching staff within third level. 

3.3 Research Objective 3 
Table 3-Research Objective 3 – Data Analysis Summary Results 

To explore potential consequences of talent gaps within the Irish animation industry 
Literature Review Primary Research - summary 

If animation studios are unable to 
access talent, they must turn to 
alternatives including outsourcing 
and hiring from abroad. 

Both industry professionals and education providers felt that outsourcing 
abroad was increasingly a necessary evil but ultimately could have a 
negative impact on animation studios in Ireland. They also felt that 
bringing experienced staff in from abroad was an expensive option that 
often offered no stability. 

Long-term consequences of talent 
gaps could include the loss of Irish 
animation jobs and stifled growth. 

Both groups expressed concerns about potential Irish job losses and 
slowed growth within Irish animation unless solutions to the current talent 
gaps could be found. 

3.4 Research Objective 4 
Table 3 - Research Objective 4 – Data Analysis Summary Results 

To identify possible solutions to talent gaps within the Irish animation industry as well as alternative 
approaches to resourcing talent 

Literature Review Primary Research - summary 

The creative sector including animation is seen as a 
key growth area by the Irish government, with the 
2016 Action Plan for Jobs listing as one of its actions 
the creation of up to 1,000 jobs. 

Both industry professionals and education providers 
identified government supports as an important part of 
solving the talent gaps within Irish animation. 
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It is not solely the remit of the third level institutions to 
solve the skills and talent gaps – employers need to 
work with them in a collaborative way. 

Enhanced collaboration between the Irish third level 
colleges and the animation industry was also seen as 
key by both sets of interview subjects. 

Although pay and benefits initially attract employees, 
leadership organisations must focus strongly on 
retaining and developing talent.  

The interview subjects felt that better retention of 
existing animation staff through talent development 
and using original IP as a retention tool were also 
essential for the Irish animation industry’s future. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
The aim of this research was to explore talent gaps within the Irish animation industry, the possible 
consequences of these gaps and potential solutions. In the course of the study, it quickly became clear 
that this was not an area that had been researched previously and that in fact there were serious gaps 
in the research available on the animation industry in general and on the Irish animation industry in 
particular.  

In order to conduct primary research on the subject, semi-structured qualitative interviews were carried 
out with six research participants, three from the Irish animation industry and three from Irish animation 
education or training providers. They examined themes including talent gaps, graduate skillsets and 
government supports, as well as the long-term consequences for the Irish animation industry if the 
current talent gaps are to continue. 

Overall, two broad conclusions were reached:  

a) the animation industry and the education providers both rely on and need each other and; 
b) better communication and a more professional approach on both sides will be essential if the Irish 

animation industry is to continue to scale upwards and ensure its ongoing success. 
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