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I N t r o d u C t I o N

Videogame developers (VgDs) are the diverse group of workers who cre-
ate videogames. They have many roles and job titles, including: artists, 
animators and modellers; programmers and engineers; game, level, and 
interaction designers; sound and audio designers; user-experience and 
localization specialists; writers and narrative designers; testers; and pro-
ducers. They are emblematic of the rising players of contemporary pro-
ject-based creative work who are often more committed to their trade and 
projects than they are to any workplace. VgDs in smaller game studios 
are often gig workers who move from project to project across employers 
and workplaces. VgDs in large studios are usually hired and retained on 
open-ended contracts, but they too are frequently reassigned across pro-
jects. Even those with some employment stability tend to move jobs in 
the pursuit of new challenges. Other VgDs do not have an employment 
status. They are independent workers who invest significant personal 
resources and “sweat equity” into their projects before they see external 
injection of funds (Keogh 2021, 121). Taken as a whole, VgDs share char-
acteristics of cultural creative workers such as performing, recording, 
and film artists and software workers in the information and communi-
cations technology sector (McKinlay and Smith 2009).

In 2022, videogame profits were projected to reach US$200 billion 
globally (Barbour 2021). As an icon of a promising knowledge economy 
promoted by the private creative sector, the videogame industry (VgI) is 
globally sought-after and highly subsidized by governments. The quality 
of this work is critical to, for instance, the more than 48,000 workers dir-
ectly and indirectly employed in the industry in Canada (Nordicity 2019) 
and the more than 276,000 workers in the United States (IBISWorld 
2022).

In 2004, the International Game Developers Association (IgDA) sur-
veyed developers about their quality of life, and despite identifying many 
challenges, concluded they were “overall, a happy bunch” (IgDA 2004, 
16). Are they still? Randall Nichols sets out this ideal presentation:
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the video games industry is an ideal example of what it means to 
live and work in an information society. Programming and de-
sign jobs require both high skill levels and, in many cases, high 
levels of creativity. In keeping with this, workers tend be highly 
educated. Because the jobs often use computers and high-speed In-
ternet connections, greater than usual levels of employee mobility 
are possible. According to theories about the information society, 
this combination of skills should grant workers in the video game 
industry more influence in the labour market. Because their com-
bination of skills is rare, highly sought after, and in demand, video 
game workers should be more able to switch jobs within the in-
dustry and be more secure in their jobs. It would be expected that 
they would earn higher wages, have better benefits, and experi-
ence greater job satisfaction than employees in most other sectors. 
(Nichols 2005, 189)

In this way, game development is often portrayed as non-work, or work 
as play. Beginning with its late 1960s to early 1970s creation story of 
student resistance against the military–industrial complex and “mon-
otonous jobs in industrial plants and offices,” the game industry has 
been described as a space where the lines between work and leisure are 
blurred (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009, 12). Indeed, the industry 
was built and still routinely capitalizes on the “free labour” of hackers, 
modders, fans, and hobbyists—what Kücklich (2005) called “playbour.” 
Though the industry has grown into large studios and institutionalized 
some hardcore management practices, the “work as play ethos” is still 
applied to paid work environments (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2006) 
in order to promote them.

Notwithstanding their love for their work, VgDs relentlessly use 
social and professional media to voice work concerns. They face per-
vasive overtime and unpredictable working time; employment instab-
ility; lack of diversity and equity (and ensuing sexism and racism); 
poor compensation management; unrelenting layoffs and placement 
processes due to “at-will” employment; health problems; lack of protec-
tion when losing employment income (and particularly scarce retire-
ment plans); unexplained dismissals, assessments, assignments, and so 
forth; and an overall absence of a voice in their work environments. A 
growing number of VgDs are engaging in direct actions to show their 
dissatisfaction with their employers and the direction of their compan-
ies (Chapters 7 and 8). That said, though they have certain modes of  
collective action through which to voice their claims, they remain a 
mostly non-unionized and non-represented group. The broad spectrum 
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of grievances held by VgDs led us to consider the wide-ranging ques-
tion of their “citizenship at work” as an encompassing expression of the 
problem and its source.

Citizenship at work is a status that extends the benefits of democracy 
into work environments. A citizen status allows workers to take part 
in the regulation of their working conditions and environment, and 
not be subjected to a unilateral power relationship in the governance of 
their work or an asymmetrical relationship with authority. It was ori-
ginally conceived as “industrial citizenship” and was enabled through 
labour market institutions that, in North America, date back to the 
mid-twentieth century (Chapter 1). Harry Arthurs (1967) and Thomas 
Humphrey Marshall (1950, 1964) are acknowledged founding fathers of 
the concept, though it has been developed over the years by numerous 
legal and industrial-relations scholars (see Coutu 2004; Coutu and Mur-
ray 2010a; Fudge 2005, 2010). Arthurs and Marshall placed differential 
emphasis on the labour institutions best placed to deliver citizenship 
to workers. Arthurs championed collective bargaining through labour 
unions as a means to achieve wage and employment determination, while 
Marshall emphasized protective policy interventions through universal 
laws (for example, legislation on minimum wages and employment pro-
tection, mandatory social benefits such as employment insurance [EI] 
and labour market policies, wage setting institutions, enforcement of the 
legislation). Yet, when taken together, these labour market institutions 
aim to promote a certain degree of symmetry between the rights and 
obligations of employers and those of workers. They were celebrated, 
particularly by jurists, for expanding the boundaries of democracy into 
the workplace by allowing workers to play a role in the critical question, 
“Who should govern the workplace?”

However, labour market institutions do not meet the needs of many 
contemporary workers like they used to (though always imperfectly) for 
workers in industrial and bureaucratic settings. According to many ex-
perts, the profound transformation of the contemporary economic sys-
tem, as the importance of the industrial sector in Western economies 
fades away, seriously challenges the assets of what was known as “indus-
trial citizenship.”

The Need for Research

In this book we will fill a gap in the knowledge about the working con-
ditions of VgDs. Labour and employment relations scholars have shown 
little interest in VgDs and thus little is known about their actual work-
ing conditions and labour relations. Besides a few contributions—for 
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example, Dyer-Witheford 1999, and the study of gamer “modding” prac-
tices (software or programming modification to introduce new experi-
ences or settings) by Postigo 2003—research on videogames showed no 
great interest in labour before about 2005 (Nichols 2005). Only in recent 
years have we seen greater attention, such as in-depth studio case studies 
like the ethnographic account of developers in a medium-sized studio in 
the United States by Bulut (2020a; see also O’Donnell 2014), but these 
were not conducted through the lens of labour relations.

There are a growing number of studies into “game production” that are 
concerned about the working environment. However, these often focus 
less on working conditions on the shopfloor and more on the politico- 
economic organization and evolution of the industry and its logistical 
and value chain (de Peuter 2012; Deuze 2007a; Dyer-Witheford and de 
Peuter 2009; Engström 2020; Kelly et al. 2021; Kirkpatrick 2013; O’Don-
nell 2019; Teipen 2008; Woodcock 2016); the creative process (O’Donnell 
2014, 2019); the culture of games, gamers and game making, and the 
meaning, content, and effect of games (Kerr 2011, 2017; Muriel and Craw-
ford 2018; C. Paul 2018; Ruffino 2018); a blend of these (Flew and Smith 
2011; Kline, Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter 2003; Sotamaa and Švelch 
2021); or “gender at work” and feminist analyses of game content, gamer 
communities, and gamer culture (Gray, Voorhees, and Vossen 2018; 
Kafai et al. 2008; Taylor and Voorhees 2018). Some other studies focus 
on how the VgI is controlled and policed—such as through the power 
of states to establish game rating systems, regulate intellectual property 
(IP), or set downloadable content policy (Conway and deWinter 2016). 

Several studies on working conditions do exist that embrace other 
sectors of creative labour (Cohen and de Peuter 2020; D’Amours 2009; 
Deuze 2007b; Huws 2011; McKinlay and Smith 2009; McRobbie 2016; 
Neff 2012; Pérez-Zapata et al. 2016; Ross 2003, 2009). This corpus of re-
search has criticized the much-vaunted flexibility, autonomy, and in-
formality of these jobs. It paints a clear and largely consistent picture of 
workers who face many problems and a way of life that involves constant 
striving. Applied to VgDs, our book supports many of these conclusions, 
despite an enduring discourse that paints a picture of a “playful bunch” 
of gamers paid to play. However, these studies seldom engage with the 
theoretical corpus of labour relations—for instance, the management of 
people and human resource management (HRm) policies, the regulation 
of work and its institutions, and resistance and collective action taken in 
response to working conditions.

Over the past twenty years, we have applied the theoretical tools of 
labour relations to study business-to-business information technology 
(IT) services (Chasserio and Legault 2005, 2009, 2010; Legault 2005b, 
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2008, 2013; Legault and Belarbi-Basbous 2006; Legault and Chasserio 
2009, 2010, 2012, 2014; Legault and D’Amours 2011; Legault and Ouellet 
2012). In this book, we take part in a larger enterprise and apply these 
tools to study the VgI as a case of highly skilled jobs in the private cre-
ative sector. Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter (2009) have argued that the 
VgI is emblematic of global capitalism and that the behaviours, norms, 
and history of that industry are important to understand the hegemony 
of a new regulation of work on a broader scale.

In both the IT and VgI cases, we have observed that the practice of pro-
ject management has redesigned the organization of work in radical con-
trast to the mid-twentieth century bureaucratic context of the emergent 
industrial citizenship.

This has prompted us to theorize whether this phenomenon could ac-
count for a similar change in the regulation of work taking place in the 
broader private creative sector of the knowledge economy, which shares 
the practice of project management (performing, recording, and screen-
based industries, archaeology, architecture, fashion design, news and 
media, information and communications technology, high-tech special-
ized and custom design services, research and development, marketing, 
advertising, public relations, and more). Could the common project-based 
organizational context across these industries explain the state of work-
ing conditions?

Our study of the VgI contributes to answering this question by map-
ping the influence of project management on working conditions and 
establishing a general portrait of citizenship at work. For comparative 
purposes, more research is needed to paint a similar portrait of other jobs 
in this sector. For instance, while IT services and the VgI share strik-
ingly common project management features that have consequences for 
the regulation of work (summarized in Chapter 2), they also differ on cer-
tain features that may—or may not—be unique to the VgI (summarized 
in Chapter 3).

This book also contributes to a larger effort to identify the absence of 
democracy at work in contemporary workplaces and promote a joint 
governance model of the firm in which capital and labour participate on 
equal footing. This is the “economic bicameralism” referred to in Isabelle 
Ferraras and colleagues’ call to democratize, decommodify, and environ-
mentally remediate work (Ferraras 2017; Ferraras, Battilana, and Méda 
2022). Increasing citizenship at work is a contributory means to achieve 
those broad, laudable ends. As such, this book can be of interest to schol-
ars and practitioners across many fields such as sociology, law, labour 
studies, industrial and employment relations, HRm, political economy, 
game studies, and communication and cultural studies.
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A New Post-Bureaucratic Context for Citizenship at Work

Jobs in the private creative sector of the knowledge economy can usually 
be found usually exist in trendy, project-based organizations that are 
part of a larger evolution of post-bureaucratic organizational forms. Cit-
ing the economic context and the needs of production, new experts of 
organizational structure have argued that the principles that supported 
the bureaucratic model and mass production are outdated. The organiza-
tion of work is markedly different from that in bureaucracies and manu-
facturing because it is often arranged on a project basis. This means a 
short-lived and fixed-term employment relationship. With those in the 
knowledge economy deprived of social entitlements to joint contribu-
tory plans and faced with a shrinking welfare state, responsibility for 
preventing risk is increasingly left up to the individual (McCluskey 
2002; O’Malley 2004). Employees are on their own to fill up their port-
folio based on accomplishments and know-how, network in order to be 
ready to move, be informed enough to make important planning deci-
sions about their future, and manage loss of income, when it happens, by 
means of commercial, personal, family, or community resources.

Inherited structures of the heyday of the industrial age are tailored to 
conditions that no longer exist (for example, employment stability, long-
term commitment). The context of globalization puts pressure on the em-
ployment relationship (Budd 2004c). The associated post-bureaucratic 
managerial model brought in new labour market practices that have 
weakened the labour market institutions that provided citizenship 
(D’Amours 2009; Coutu and Murray 2010a). Union membership has 
dropped, enforcement of labour laws has dwindled (Mueller 2020; 
Rainey 2020), and pay inequity has widened.1 This is more evident in 
the English-speaking democracies that have liberalist regimes,2 empha-
sizing market policies favouring competitive individualism over welfare 
state intervention (Esping-Andersen 1999). Where labour institutions 
and unions were two pillars of twentieth-century working life, they are 
now considered a useless hindrance and are seriously challenged (Heck-
scher et al. 2003b).

The growth of a new globalized economy prompted Arthurs (1999, 
2000), among others, to reconsider his belief in the right to collective 

1. The Gini index, which is used to measure income inequality, reached 0.485 in 2018, from 
0.397 in 1967, where the perfect equality score is 0 (Guida 2019).
2. These include Australia, Canada, New Zealand, the United Kingdom, and the United 
States, in contrast to the coordinated market economies of continental and Northern Europe 
(Huber and Stephens 2015).
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bargaining as an instrument of citizenship. The international opening of 
markets has led to increased competition and major economic pressure, 
with significant effects on the social relations of work and downward 
pressure on the price of labour (Conaghan, Fischl, and Klare 2000; Con-
don and Philipps 2004; Crouch 1998; Fudge 2005; Hindess 2002). Modes 
of regulating work have been severely affected by the increased mobility 
of capital and its operations. This includes drastic reductions in labour 
rights and in the bargaining power of unions (D’Antona 2000; Klare 
2000). The growth of the service economy has pushed aside permanent 
full-time industrial employment and atypical employment types have 
mushroomed. Rates of unionization have fallen the world over and an in-
creasingly large share of the labour force can seemingly no longer hope 
for unionization (Arthurs 1999; Fudge 2005; OECD 2017b, 2019). Know-
ledge workers who are both nationally and internationally mobile show 
little interest in mobilizing to improve local working conditions (Coutu 
and Murray 2010a; Deakin 2000; McKinlay and Smith 2009). Further to 
this, many have contractor or self-employed worker status and are not 
“unionizable” within the meaning of the laws. Such workers face many 
challenges and continually face the risk of losing their source of income, 
but their only recourse is legal action (Amman, Carpenter, and Neff 2007; 
Cooper 2008; Legge 2005; Neff 2012; Neff, Wissinger and Zukin 2005).

Some people thought that social states would take responsibility for 
workers by passing universal labour laws (Marshall 1964; Coutu 2004), 
but this scenario has not unfolded in its entirety, either. Since the hey-
day of the welfare state during the 1950s to 1970s, there has been an 
overall weakening in the scope of social laws to provide universal pro-
tection regimes (Fudge 2005; OECD 2017b, 2019). Governments are in a 
hurry to reduce their spending and the size of their apparatus, thus re-
ducing the labour market institutions associated with the welfare state 
(for example, occupational health and safety protection and workers’ 
compensation, minimum labour standards, EI, and human rights). Pre-
carious employment allows employers to skirt labour laws. As well, and 
against the backdrop of increased capital mobility, the bargaining power 
of multinational corporations has curtailed the regulatory power of the 
interventionist social state. This threatens the major social progress 
made through Keynesian policies (Arthurs 2000, 2010; Collins 2000; 
Coutu and Murray 2010b).

Under the perspectives of both Arthurs and Marshall, the mechanisms 
for advancing democracy (unions or universal laws, respectively) are only 
as good as their inclusivity. Both fail to reach some groups, who remain 
excluded. First, as efficient as unions can be at providing citizenship at 
work, many workers are not part of a union. Second, universal laws fail 
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to deliver equality in practice due to a lack of surveillance and enforce-
ment, limited complaints due to fear of reprisals, workaround solutions, 
etc. The effect of distinctions, exclusions, or preferences according to 
factors such as race, colour, sex, gender identity or expression, and dis-
ability may lead members of a social group to be denied full citizenship 
status in the work environment.

If some labour market institutions can outlive the economic transform-
ation currently underway, we need them to do more than survive. They 
must also to account for the enormous social changes that have brought 
about demands for new arrangements between work and life, a diverse 
workforce, and a larger scope of human rights. In other words, we need 
to renew the industrial citizenship framework in order to take stock of 
lifestyle and workforce changes to elaborate a citizenship at work frame-
work adjusted to the contemporary organizational environment of work.

The Grounds of Our Analysis

To take part in this collective effort, we present the case of the VgI to 
illustrate the transformation of work and its consequences for citizen-
ship. In this we mainly focus on the game development process that can 
be found in (larger) studios because we are centred on the employment 
relationship. We focus on the employment context of VgDs, though this 
requires some analysis of upstream (funding, publishing, production of 
tools, middleware, engines, software platforms, etc.) and downstream 
(marketing, distribution, etc.) activities along the value chain (see, for ex-
ample, Chapters 3 and 8).

Based on more than fifteen years of surveying and interviewing VgDs 
internationally, our work sheds light on their working environments, 
conditions, and practices to take stock of their working status. Are VgDs 
citizens in their workplace?

Quantitative Data

We are independent partners of the IgDA in administrating, processing, 
and analysing their online surveys of VgDs. The IgDA is a nonprofit, 
membership-based organization for people who create games. It offers 
individual and studio-affiliate memberships. It has over twelve thousand 
members internationally and operates in over 100 cities through a net-
work of relatively autonomous local chapters and a collection of special 
interest groups (SIgs). Selectively assuming roles typical of both a pro-
fessional association and a trade association (see Chapter 8), the IgDA’s 
mission is: “To advance the careers and enhance the lives of game 
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developers by connecting members with their peers, promoting profes-
sional development, and advocating on issues that affect the developer 
community.”3 It also provides (largely though our partnership) some de-
tailed quantitative information on the industry, based on regular surveys 
on employment, demography, industry and market trends, etc.

In 2004, the IgDA launched its initial Quality of Life (QoL) survey to 
gain understanding of some employment issues—from “crunch time” 
(overtime) to compensation. In 2009, the IgDA partnered with us to de-
velop a new version of the QoL survey and to process and analyze its re-
sults. In 2014, this partnership took a broader scope, including a larger 
team, and focusing on employment, demography, and the state of the 
industry, in a more encompassing Developer Satisfaction Survey (DSS). 
This has continued yearly or biannually.

The terms of our partnership include periodic financial support from 
the IgDA, which is sourced independently from us and transferred to an 
audited research account at Western University. In earlier years there 
was direct funding from the IgDA Foundation through a research grant 
initiative, which has been discontinued. Since then, the IgDA has allo-
cated funding received from other industry partners (for example, Face-
book Gaming) to the DSS. The project operates on a shoestring budget 
and there is no financial benefit to us. Funding is solely used to pay 
graduate students to conduct data analysis and write the reports; we do 
not take a stipend or consulting fee, buy out our teaching, or fund con-
ference travel. The IgDA independently sources in-kind support for 
translation and data visualization, and exercises limited oversight. The 
executive director is invited to provide input on changes to the survey 
each round, to review the industry-facing DSS reports, which are pub-
lished under the IgDA moniker, and to write an introduction to those re-
ports (see igda.org/dss). The IgDA has official responsibility to publish 
and broadcast the DSS reports, though we also publicize them through 
our networks. The terms of the relationship do not interfere with our full 
academic freedom for analysis and commentary in other outputs such as 
this book or academic or popular articles.

Our first set of data consists of statistical data collected in eight IgDA 
surveys:

•	 2004	QoL survey (994 respondents)
•	 2005	Developer	Demographics	Survey	(DDS) 

(6,437 respondents)

3.  IgDA. http://igda.org.



xx nOt all Fun and games

•	 2009,	2014,	and	2019	DSS (3,362, 2,202, and 1,116 respondents, 
respectively), which included questions about employment 
relations

•	 2015,	2016,	and	2017	Developer	Satisfaction	Short	Survey	(DSS 
short) (2,928, 1,186, and 963 respondents, respectively)

The surveys were pitched broadly and therefore senior managers, pro-
ject managers, and team leads could provide answers as well as salaried, 
freelance, and self-employed developers; would-be developers; people 
who left the industry; students; and others more tangentially related to 
the industry. We have not used data from all the respondents, except for 
the (rarely used) 2004 survey, which did not distinguish respondents by 
job role/discipline. When discussing working conditions, it is important 
to separate salaried and freelance developers from those who have not 
worked yet or who hold a management job. Thus, and basically for rea-
sons of consistency and uniformity, we have not systematically analyzed 
data from managers or team leads. We also have not routinely included 
quality assurance testers because they tend to be hourly employees 
and often face quite different conditions relative to salaried developers. 
Sometimes we do include specific data from these groups to shed light on 
the position of various groups of VgDs in the logistic value chain and to 
outline the exclusion and inclusion of citizenship.

Qualitative Data

The second dataset consists of two series of interviews conducted among 
Canadian VgDs.

This data allows us to learn more about what figures do not tell, that is 
the detailed, intimate experience of VgDs:

•	 In	2008,	we	interviewed	fifty-three	developers	in	Montreal.
•	 In	2013	to	2014,	we	interviewed	ninety-three	developers	in	

three important videogame hubs in the provinces that repre-
sented the most employment in 2013 (Quebec: 53 percent; 
British Columbia: 31 percent; Ontario: 11 percent) (ESAC 2013, 
23–30):
■ thirty-four in Vancouver, British Columbia
■ thirty-two in Toronto, Ontario
■ twenty-seven in Montreal, Quebec

In both interview datasets, the sample contains roughly equal numbers 
of men and women, despite the low proportion of women in the industry. 
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On the Canadian scene, women counted for 14 percent of creative work-
ers and 5 percent of technical workers during the second round of inter-
views (ESAC 2013). We make no claims about statistical representative-
ness, as our aim in establishing the sample was to help us make sense of 
the low numbers of women in the sector.

The in-depth interviews lasted one and a half to two hours and the 
interview guide was semi-structured. Many questions were posed as 
standard procedure to everyone, which allows for simple descriptive sta-
tistics to be summed up. Data were initially analyzed with the grounded 
theory procedure (Charmaz 2000) and then revisited for this book under 
the citizenship at work framework.

Limits of Our Data

The DSS is not statistically representative; it is a self-report, cross- 
sectional survey conducted at different time periods. The IgDA recruits 
survey participants through its membership, newsletters and publica-
tions, website and social media, and other professional networks. Many 
of the survey respondents had been IgDA members, active in IgDA chap-
ters in their local areas, or had participated in IgDA events (see Table 0.1 
in the Data Appendix). To the extent that the IgDA attracts a certain type 
of game worker, this may introduce some degree of bias. The stronger 
presence of the IgDA in the United States relative to other countries also 
contributes to an overrepresentation of US VgDs in the sample. Survey 
respondents were also recruited through general word of mouth, social 
media, notifications through a mailing list of past respondents, and net-
works of the academic team.

The interview data is also not statistically representative. We recruited 
interview respondents on a voluntary basis through personal and profes-
sional networks and word of mouth, through attendance at industry or 
community events, and through social media groups. We purposefully 
oversampled among women VgDs, to get their point of view about work-
ing conditions in the context of their longstanding minority status in the 
industry.

In our quantitative and qualitative data, respondents were quite evenly 
distributed among publisher-owned AAA (mid-sized or major) studios or 
their subsidiaries, third-party studios of various sizes, and indie (or in-
dependent) studios usually of smaller size. In each survey sample, about 
30 percent of respondents worked for indie studios. Survey samples also 
represented a range of employment types. Across the surveys most re-
spondents worked full-time (70–89%) and smaller numbers worked part-
time (10–13%). Most worked as employees (70–81%) while others worked 
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as freelancers (8–15%) or were self-employed (4–19%). That said, our in-
terrogation of citizenship assumes the existence of an organizational 
context, an employment status, and a minimal hierarchy of authority 
and decision-making. In our interviews, developers in a small indie 
context either answered questions based on their previous experience 
in bigger studios or declined answering based on the irrelevance of the 
question for them. Freelancers and self-employed developers answered 
survey questions tailored to their context that were often comparable to 
those asked of employees, but which were not always identical. In the 
end, the portrait of citizenship at work that we draw in this book is pri-
marily that of employees in medium and large studios and cannot pre-
sume to completely reflect the situation of small indie developers or the 
self-employed (Keogh 2018, 2021, 2023). 

We take a global perspective, when possible, but our analysis is most 
applicable to the context of Canada and the United States, with reason-
able expectations of generalization first to the United Kingdom, Aus-
tralia, and New Zealand, and with greater caveat to Europe. Our primary 
data most represents Western countries (with the United States and 
Canada predominating). The social, legal, and political regimes applic-
able to our theorization of citizenship at work draw from the traditions 
of the Western world, and most of the literature on VgDs and the VgI 
remains rooted in this space.

Overview of the Book

This book is laid out in three parts: theory, context, and applied analy-
sis. The first part of the book provides rich theoretical and contextual 
grounding in our core concepts of interest and acts as the frame for the 
analytical work in the remainder of the book.

Chapter 1 introduces the concept of citizenship at work as a status 
that allows workers to take part in the regulation of their working con-
ditions and environment. We outline the four components of citizen-
ship that represent the progress in workplace democracy made in the 
mid-twentieth century, as articulated by Arthurs and Marshall. These 
are: 1) protection against economic insecurity, 2) recourse against arbi-
trary decisions at work, 3) participation in the local regulation of labour, 
and 4) participation in the broader social regulation of work. We present 
the social and economic evolution that has since taken place and stress 
the need for commensurate revision to the theoretical approach. To this 
end we draw in the work of Bosniak (2000, 2003) to better articulate the 
subject, object, and domain of citizenship for each of the four compon-
ents. This allows us to locate variations in citizenship status over time 
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and space. Moreover, this articulation accounts for the possibility that 
citizenship gains may vary across workers and studios in the industry, 
which constitute a heterogeneous whole.

Chapter 2 provides an in-depth review of the features of project 
management and the project-based workplace that influence the regu-
lation of work. This underlies our subsequent analysis of citizenship at 
work among the VgDs. Indeed, our supporting premise is that the organ-
izational context of project management is deeply different from bureau-
cracy and has a major influence on working conditions in project-based 
organizations. Project management seriously challenges the labour in-
stitutions born in the mid-twentieth century, often disregarding HRm 
and human resources (HR) policies as labour institutions of another era. 
For that reason, it also challenges citizenship at work as traditionally de-
fined. We must understand the nature, structure, and requirements of 
the project-based organizational model to understand its organization of 
work and the HRm practices that will be discussed in the following chap-
ters. Moreover, the link established between project management and 
citizenship at work in project-based organizations provides a solid gener-
alization power—that is, a basis from which to generalize—from our case 
of VgDs to the broader private creative sector of the knowledge economy.

The second part of the book provides the essential contextual detail on 
the VgI and the work of VgDs as our explanatory case for an analysis of 
citizenship at work.

Chapter 3 extends the theoretical grounding of Chapter 2 to show that 
the VgI, while sharing the general features of project-based knowledge 
work, has specific features that may—or may not—be found in other jobs 
of the private creative sector. We show that the game industry is shaped 
by the inherent uncertainties of game making and of the resulting or-
ganizational (project management) and market-based (financialization) 
practices intended to minimize that risk for owners and shareholders. 
These are the grounds over which working conditions take place and as-
sessments of citizenship are made. Over the course of the chapter, we 
introduce important labour-relations actors and articulate their relative 
positions in the financialized VgI value chain.

Chapter 4 provides a detailed portrait of the working conditions of 
VgDs, with specific attention to the employment risks that they face. This 
chapter provides the necessary context for the remaining chapters of the 
book, where we assess how VgDs can protect themselves against these 
risks and measure them against participatory and democratic standards.

The third part of the book assesses whether VgDs are citizens in their 
workplaces according to the four components outlined in Chapter 1 and 
across a range of subjects, objects, and domains of citizenship.
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Chapter 5 addresses the first component of citizenship at work (protec-
tion against economic insecurity). It analyzes how VgDs are coping with 
the economic uncertainty and risk of lost income identified in Chapter 4. 
We focus on the policies and programs deemed central to the provision 
of a social safety net in which risks are shared across employees, em-
ployers, and the state (e.g., EI, retirement provision, health insurance and 
leaves, pregnancy and parental leaves, and training). Using the framing 
of the “risk society,” we conclude that VgDs are highly disadvantaged in 
the individualization of risk and face a citizenship deficit on that front.

Chapter 6 analyzes the second component of citizenship at work (re-
course against arbitrary decisions). We examine the decision-making 
processes regarding working conditions that are fraught with economic 
or professional consequences. These include discipline and dismissal, 
enforcement of non-disclosure and non-compete agreements, IP cred-
iting policies, evaluation and promotion, and compensation. We discuss 
the arbitrariness embedded in decisions of working time and hiring sep-
arately in Chapters 9 and 10, given the importance of this issue.

Chapter 7 takes us to the third component of citizenship at work and 
examines how VgDs participate in the local regulation of their work—
that is, in having a say in the rules that govern their workplaces. Work-
ers can attempt to obtain a meaningful influence through a range of 
formal and informal means both as individuals and as groups, and these 
are each examined. The chapter concludes with a significant discussion 
of unionization as the central means by which to gain this component of 
citizenship (as per Arthurs).

Chapter 8 presents a wide canvass of the spaces in which VgDs could 
wish for a voice in the broader social regulation of their work, industry, 
and sector—the final component of citizenship at work. We challenge the 
limited interpretation of this component under the traditional definition 
of industrial citizenship as union representation before the state (that is, 
through lobbying or legal claims) and acknowledge the range of actors 
who wish to have a say in the shaping of the global VgI. The change of 
perspective is big enough to bring out a change in union organizing and a 
larger scope of union action.

Chapter 9 tackles the critical issue of unlimited, unpaid overtime 
(“crunch”) in a stand-alone interrogation across all four objects of cit-
izenship at work (see Table 1.3). Building from Chapter 6, it is a stark 
example of arbitrary decision-making processes and a lack of recourse. 
However, protection against this employment risk and participation in 
the regulation of working time can also come through procedures in the 
local workplace and through social laws. Are there domains of citizen-
ship related to working time, and are VgDs subjects to these domains?
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Chapter 10 also zeroes in on a specific issue in the VgI: the “elephant in 
the room” of White masculinity. We profile differential working experi-
ences across groups of VgDs and focus on the subjects of citizenship. No-
where more than in the highly discretionary decision-making process of 
hiring and staffing can we identify unequal subjects of citizenship by fac-
tors such as gender and ethnicity, whatever the object and the domain. 
Even when some status of citizenship is achieved for the majority, there 
are workers who are very much second-class citizens. Framing lack of di-
versity, inclusivity, and belonging as an employment risk, we interrogate 
the experiences and protections available to members of underrepre-
sented groups—primarily women, but also people of colour (a discussion 
of game testers as second-class citizens is included in Chapter 4).

We conclude the book with reflections about the state of citizenship at 
work among VgDs and the deficits that workers in private sector project- 
based knowledge work face—either because they are not recognized 
as citizens in the environment (subjects), because they have no say re-
garding certain important issues (objects), or because there is no space or 
territory within which they can exercise a voice (domains). We call for 
new or renewed systems and institutions to better account for these gaps 
in the contemporary employment landscape, particularly to account for 
the crucial influence of funders on working conditions in the context of 
the growing financialization of enterprises. Yet, even as we acknowledge 
these deficits, we argue for the need to revise the theoretical construct of 
citizenship to better account for a fuller range of participatory activities, 
participating actors, and regulatory spaces.
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Citizenship at Work in the 
Post-Industrial Landscape

What Is Citizenship at Work?

As outlined in the Introduction, at its best, “citizenship at work” is a 
status that allows workers to take part in the regulation of their working 
conditions and environment, and not be subjected to a unilateral power 
relationship in the governance of their work or to an asymmetrical re-
lationship with authority.1 It requires two important factors. First, the 
governance mode of HRm must offer a proper balance between the quest 
for efficiency, equity, and voice to reconcile between property and labour 
rights. Second, the state power must enforce laws, institutions, and 
practices that shape and regulate markets and communities—including 
workplaces—in the private sphere to maintain this balance.

Industrial Citizenship: A Step Forward in the History of Democracy

Before discussing contemporary working conditions in project-based 
work generally and in the VgI specifically, it is important to recall what 
labour conditions were like not too long ago, as a means of providing 
contrast.

Arthurs (1967) and Marshall (1950, 1964) earmarked four emblematic 
outcomes of workers’ campaigns that gave workers the status of citizens 

chaPter 1

1. The concept must be distinguished from the notion of “organizational citizenship,” a 
normative notion regarding the behaviour of a “good” citizen in the workplace. The disci-
plines of HRm and industrial/organizational psychology study the concept of organizational 
citizenship behaviour, which is a deliberate behaviour to give more to an organization or em-
ployer than is being asked of you. It describes behaviours that are not required, but appre-
ciated, as they bear witness to a person’s personal commitment within an organization that 
goes beyond their contractual tasks (Organ 1997; Organ, Podsakoff, and MacKenzie 2006; 
Organ and Ryan, 1995). This is not to say that VgDs never show organizational citizenship 
behaviours—as we will see further. We are not using this psychological concept. We use the 
socio-legal framework of citizenship at work, which is quite different.
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in their workplace and marked decisive progress in democracy, social 
governance, and sustainability in the mid-twentieth century: protec-
tion against economic insecurity, recourses against arbitrary decisions, 
participation in the local regulation of labour, and participation in the 
broader social regulation of labour. According to experts in labour law, 
these gains allowed workers to achieve both an active and a passive 
status of citizenship in their workplaces. Active status was provided 
through workers’ participation in the local and broader social regulation 
of labour in the workplace, industry, or sector, while passive status was 
conferred through state regulations and social laws.

This is not to say that these scholars presumed that these four gains 
were the only ones to be won from all the labour movement’s campaigns 
since the beginning of the industrial era; this would fail to provide a fair 
portrait of the labour movement’s successes and the current state of 
labour. However, we have consolidated under four general components 
different gains that represent an improvement in material working con-
ditions and have a deeper social meaning according to the foundational 
approaches of Arthurs and Marshall (see Table 1.1).

These components are sufficiently general to be used as a yardstick to 
compare the status of workers from different work environments and 
across different territories and time periods, and thereby estimate the 
state of citizenship at work. It is important to note that the gains from 
these reforms have not benefitted all workplaces uniformly and have 
not been constant over time, but in combination, these gains constitute 
the essence of citizenship at work if we combine both Arthurs’ and Mar-
shall’s observations.

An examination of these four components allows us to study the exist-
ence and effect of citizenship as separate from the means of citizenship 
(trade unionism or labour laws). With this approach, we can seek out the 
characteristic elements of citizenship in non-unionized settings, based 
on the actual modes of regulation present in the workplace, as well as 
study unionized settings without taking for granted that all unionized 
workers have acquired the same level of citizenship status.

For these reasons, the theoretical framework of citizenship at work 
is appropriate for assessing a work environment in which workers are 
not unionized, such as the VgI and other project-based workplaces in 
the private creative sector of the knowledge economy, without assuming 
a priori that they are deprived of all the characteristics associated with 
citizenship status. Are there practices that give workers a voice with 
respect to the regulation of their workplace, their participation, and the 
delegation of decision-making authority? Do these workers individually 
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assume the risk of losing their employment income? Are they subject 
to arbitrary managerial decisions? Answering these questions allows for 
an estimation of the state of citizenship at work in a given environment.

Briefly delving into the history of labour helps to summarize why Ar-
thurs (1967) and Marshall (1950, 1964) praised these gains as progress to-
wards democracy in the workplace. From the beginning to mid-twentieth 
century, new institutions brought in a certain symmetry between the 
parties in the employment relationship: workers’ right to defend their 

Table 1.1
The Four Components of Gains That Characterize Citizenship at Work

Gains Form of citizenship

1. Policies and programs to protect against 
economic insecurity and the risks of 
lost income (i.e., unemployment, skill 
obsolescence, birth of a child, illness, 
injury, layoff, retirement)

A form of passive citizenship in that 
employees make use of a regulation 
stipulating their rights and obliga-
tions, which is already established 
by the legislative state, without 
being involved in defining those 
provisions. Universal social laws 
can indeed provide remedies against 
certain managerial decisions, 
insurance programs against the risk 
of the loss of employment income 
under certain circumstances, and 
so on. Primarily understood as a 
legal status, this liberal dimension 
of citizenship is potentially inclusive 
and indefinitely extensible.

2. Recourses against arbitrary decisions (at 
best) and ways to influence local decisions 
regarding work and working conditions 
(at least)

3. Participation in the local regulation of 
labour regarding critical issues (i.e., in the 
case of VgDs: working hours, overtime 
compensation, quality of life, work–life 
balance, IP, crediting standards, non-
compete and confidentiality clauses, 
knowledge management, sexism, and 
discrimination)

A form of active citizenship in that 
employees participate in setting 
the advocacy priorities for their 
representing body and take part 
in drawing up the regulation by 
negotiating the broad outlines of 
their rights and obligations in a 
collective agreement that binds the 
two parties. The republican model of 
democracy emphasizes this political 
agency as an essential component of 
democracy.

4. Participation in the broader social 
regulation of work, the industry, or the 
sector (i.e., lobbying the state in support 
of or in opposition to certain laws or 
regulatory regimes, carrying an industry- 
or employment-based legal claim to the 
state or other relevant social authority, or 
forming professional bodies)
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labour rights and to negotiate their working conditions with their em-
ployer, the collection of information on labour markets, the provision of 
experts and support to govern the certification of these associations, and 
the enforcement of negotiated collective agreements. The trade union 
movement also won the status of being a committed institutional player 
in the development of public policies concerning the economy and em-
ployment—in other words, a stakeholder with the same capacity as 
employers. Those changes were meaningful because they provided a re-
sponse to the unsustainability—for employers, employees, and society—
of a governance mode that relied mostly on utilitarian and libertarian 
laissez-faire market policies during the first centuries of capitalism. This 
governance mode singled out efficiency as the core management princi-
ple to make use of resources, including human beings. Under such as-
sumptions, a cost–benefit analysis lies at the core of any decision, making 
property rights sovereign (Budd 2004a, 2004b). The new labour market 
institutions addressed the clash between two competing human rights: 
property and labour rights.

At the same time, these governments also enacted social legislation. 
This legislation applies universally to all workers defined as wage 
earners, to reduce the imbalance between the rights and obligations of 
workers and those of employers (for example, minimum wage, work-
place accident prevention and workers’ compensation, EI, holidays, and 
vacation time) (Fudge 2005). 

This trend was not limited to North America and extended to all West-
ern industrialized countries. It is now commonly known as the welfare 
state model, defining a “form of government in which the state protects 
and promotes the economic and social well-being of the citizens, based 
upon the principles of equal opportunity, equitable distribution of wealth, 
and public responsibility for citizens unable to avail themselves of the 
minimal provisions for a good life” (Britannica Online Encyclopedia, 
nd). However, regarding the protection of employment income, strictly 
speaking, the state is not the only provider of citizens’ compensatory in-
come in the case of lost employability. Across Western industrialized 
countries, we note various national institutional regimes based on differ-
ent combinations of three essential means to attain this goal: free-market 
policies, private contributory insurance plans, and state intervention and 
support. The relative weight conferred to each of these three is used to 
distinguish different national regimes (Esping-Andersen 1999).

The same can be said about the form that union organization and 
labour market institutions would take. The North American system of 
representing workers’ interests differs from its European counterparts 
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in that its enterprise-based certification makes sector-based unionization 
an exception.

The theoretical framework of citizenship gave theoreticians and phil-
osophers of law a perspective for linking labour history to the more gen-
eral context of the democratization of societies. In such a perspective, 
labour institutionalization is no longer limited to the acquisition of work-
ers’ rights but is part of a bigger inroad into social democracy, a new ter-
ritory of democracy further reducing the sphere of unilateral, autocratic 
decision-making. Societies governed by liberal law have gone through 
four developments of citizenship: civil, political, social, and economic 
and industrial (see Table 1.2). 

Industrial citizenship was also favoured by the Weberian organiza-
tional model of bureaucracy, which dominated during the twentieth 
century. This was linked to both a desire to rationalize management de-
cisions and a democratic concern for the point of view of workers, as well 
as the need to accommodate these two factors (Heckscher et al. 2003b). 
Among the emblematic values and norms of industrial citizenship in this 
regard, there is an explicit preference for the formal decision-making 
process over the arbitrary (Weber 1921). Bureaucracy is, in fact, “the in-
stitutional manifestation of a continuous effort to create responsible, ac-
countable government by ensuring that discretion is not abused, that due 
process is the norm not the exception, and that undue risks are not taken 
that undermine the integrity of the … system” (DuGay 2005, 4).

Table 1.2
Developments of Citizenship

Citizenship Form

Civil citizenship Universal civil rights are typically the formal equality 
of all citizens at birth and include the freedom to make 
one’s own decisions, the right to habeas corpus, the free-
dom to enter contracts, and the right to sue.

Political citizenship The universal right to vote and stand for election

Social citizenship The universal right to the resources essential to one’s 
development: education, health, and the job market

Economic and indus-
trial citizenship

Social (and private collective) insurance to protect against 
the risk of the loss of income and to support workers 
experiencing job loss or reduced employability

The right to negotiate working conditions collectively 
and to take part in regulating the work environment

Sources: Coutu and Murray 2010b; Fudge 2010; Marshall 1964
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Improving Job Quality and Balancing the Distribution of Power

By legalizing the right of workers to take collective action, governments 
recognized workers’ right to be involved in the regulation of their own 
work environment. On this, industrial relations scholarship proposes a 
reflection on workplace regulation (Budd 2004c, 82). Since the object of 
industrial relations is the political and economic relationship between 
the parties in the production process, work regulation is an important 
indicator of the distribution of power among those parties. It can be de-
fined, painstakingly, as follows:

The concept of job (or work) regulation refers to the rules that gov-
ern the content of the employment relationship and the behaviour 
and activities of employees, employers, and their representatives. 
The study of job regulation is therefore the study of the creation, 
application, and effects of job or employment rules. Employment 
rules can be classified in a number of different ways. An import-
ant distinction can be drawn between those rules that are formal, 
and written down in company handbooks, collective agreements, 
and employment statutes, and those that are informal and take the 
form of customary understandings or norms about appropriate 
workplace behaviour. A second distinction can be drawn between 
substantive rules, which govern the content of the employment 
relationship, and procedural rules, which govern the behaviour 
of workers, managers, trade unions, employers’ associations, and 
others who become involved in industrial relations. A third dis-
tinction relates to the way in which rules are created. Some em-
ployment rules are simply inherited from the past and take the 
form of custom and practice; that is, a taken-for-granted way of be-
having or relating to co-workers or managers. Other rules are cre-
ated through processes of joint regulation, in which employers and 
employees come together to regulate the employment relationship 
through collective bargaining, joint consultation, or some other 
joint mechanism. A third method is unilateral regulation, in which 
either managers or, more rarely, workers one-sidedly decide what 
the content of regulation will be. Finally, rules may be generated 
by the state through the process of legal regulation and the creation 
of laws that directly determine the content of the employment re-
lationship (for example, through a statutory minimum wage) or  
regulate the behaviour of employers and trade unions through col-
lective employment law. (Heery and Noon 2008, n.p.)
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Through a review of industrial relations research, Budd (2004c) iden-
tified six general modes of workplace governance: 1) free markets sup-
ported only by common law, 2) free markets coupled with statutory 
work regulation to provide for failures of the market, 3) unilateral HRm 
decision-making rooted in a “people concern,” 4) HRm with an employer- 
initiated employee voice (modes three and four are inspired by utilitar-
ian and libertarian laissez-faire ideology in that employers still have full 
latitude in decision-making), 5) independent employee representation 
leading to bilateral employer–employee negotiations (inspired by repub-
lican democracy), and 6) worker control (inspired by socialism). These 
depend on the modes of work regulation in use and can cover most of the 
situations in the contemporary Western world.

Reflecting on the contemporary challenges to democracy in the work-
place, industrial relations theorists further contextualized these six 
modes within a larger framework based on principles of organizational 
democracy. To better situate this range of workplace governance modes, 
Budd (2004a, c) proposed a socio-historical framework based on the rela-
tive importance of three core principles to the reconciliation of property 
and labour rights. For proper balance, management should consider 
not just efficiency, but equity (which entails fairness in wages, hours, 
health and safety, insurance in the case of lost income, freedom from dis-
crimination, and hiring and firing based on just cause) and a meaningful 
voice (meaningful employee input based on the ideals of democracy and 
human dignity) in workplace governance.

The six modes of workplace governance offer different combinations 
of these three principles, and each one operationalizes an (often uncon-
scious) ethical position in the balance between respective rights. As we 
move from the first to the sixth, we note a growing blend of the three 
principles. Not all of the six types of regulation include the three princi-
ples; voice is the one that is most often excluded. For instance, the man-
agerialist school (number three) would argue that a practice of equity by 
management is sufficient to reconcile property and labour rights, and 
that a formal worker voice is not required. The institutionalist school 
(number five) would argue that both are necessary, because equity per-
tains to the distribution of benefits and can be unilaterally provided ac-
cording to management’s preferences and their perception of workers’ 
needs (leaving workers in a passive role), whereas voice involves partici-
pation and requires involvement (making workers actors in the exercise 
of regulation) (Budd 2004a, c; Kaufman 2004).

Data supports the conclusion that Budd’s three principles can be com-
plementary. Equitable treatment (equity) and employee participation 
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(voice) can reinforce efficiency in “reducing turnover, increasing com-
mitment and harnessing workers’ ideas for improving productivity and 
quality” (Budd 2004a, 1; 2004d; Budd and Colvin 2005). But they conflict 
as well. And, despite the short-term cost of enacting and balancing the 
three principles, they are all required to create sustainable employment 
relationships in the long term and avoid the social costs related to poor 
employment conditions.

Now, in light of the economic evolution towards a post-industrial 
era, how does citizenship at work hold up in the contemporary game 
development sector and, moreover, in the private creative sector of the 
knowledge economy? Are we to conclude that citizenship is threatened 
or dead, and that the market is now the main regulating factor, capri-
ciously giving some workers special bargaining power because of the de-
mand for their specific skills?

The Contemporary Post-Industrial Landscape

If the bureaucratic model still applies, the golden age of its rhetoric is 
gone. A manifold movement fed by academics2 and now conveyed by 
consultants and expert-practitioners challenges its appropriateness in 
the contemporary knowledge economy. They contend that many con-
straints of the bureaucratic organizational model need to be removed 
in order to allow the post-bureaucratic organizational model to adjust to 
new conditions. In such a framework:

While bureaucracy may be appropriate and indeed functional 
to particular economic or political environments, it does not “fit” 
others, notably where there is a high degree of unpredictability 
and instability, and innovation and situational adaptiveness are 
vital parts of work. (Thompson and Alvesson 2005, 90)

Bureaucracy places value on impartial conduct, due process, and ac-
countability to impersonal order rather than to individual people. Yet, op-
ponents of bureaucracy denounce its inefficiency in creative industries. 
Knowledge work must make room for entrepreneurship and worker 
responsibility, client-oriented attitudes, simple structures, worker in-
itiative, and the promotion of imagination (Peters and Waterman 1982). 
The contemporary ideal form of organization favours flexibility over sta-

2. The first work to emerge would be Burns and Stalker’s Management of Innovation (1961), 
while Peters and Waterman’s In Search of Excellence (1982) would provoke the more popular 
craze among practitioners for the post-bureaucratic school of thought (Heckscher and Ap-
plegate 1994).
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bility, empowerment over surveillance, commitment over compliance, 
and responsiveness over rigidity (Salaman 2005). This program aims to 
make organizations flexible in order to better face rapid changes (Cas-
tells 2000). It also aims to “re-enchant” organizational life (Sennet 1998) 
in conveying an ideological framework that defines work as part of a “so-
ciety of enjoyment” in which “lack of enjoyment” counts as a failure and 
work is disassociated from toil (Bulut 2020a, 23 and 32). In some cases, 
this is more rhetoric than a revolution of actual organizational struc-
tures, with the result being regimes of “soft bureaucracy” (Courpasson 
2000; Hodgson 2004). But the post-bureaucratic organizational move-
ment is no less serious for all that.

Far from being a negligible phenomenon, experts have observed this 
movement across developed economies of North America and Western 
Europe, promoting not only a new organizational model, but also union 
avoidance and rollbacks in work regulations (Heckscher et al. 2003a).3 
The development of this movement has seriously challenged industrial 
citizenship by delegitimizing the institutions that were its cradle: univer-
sal labour laws and unionization. It has percolated deep into the work 
culture of the young generation of students. When asked about their 
dream jobs, they often reject white-collar work. They report a desire for 
creative jobs and workplaces where “informality rules,” ignoring the fact 
that informality can result in setbacks to working conditions. Seeking 
“fun,” “glamorous,” “lively workplaces” and “transnational connections,” 
students harbour some illusions in their disregard of precariousness, 
unpredictability of both contracts and working day duration, unlimited 
unpaid overtime, and unbalanced power relations in daily routines 
(Bulut 2020a, ix, 30; McRobbie 2016).

English-speaking democracies began ushering in reforms to the wel-
fare states during the 1980s and 1990s to adapt to the new social and 
economic conditions of the post-industrial era (Deeming 2017, 412). As 
the world entered a globalized age, states shifted to neoliberalism and 
away from the prevailing Keynesian economic consensus (Palley 2004). 
Regimes of institutional protection were challenged and weakened in 
favour of a resurgence of nineteeth-century ideas associated with eco-
nomic liberalism and free-market capitalism. This saw a reduction in 
government spending and state influence in the economy; an increased 
role of the private sector, especially through privatization and austerity; 
and the deregulation of capital markets, the elimination of price controls, 
and lowered trade barriers (Bloom 2017). In matters of social policy, this 

3. For instance, North American employers like Walmart, Amazon, Home Depot, and 
FedEx are entirely union-free, but they have not broken with the whole bureaucratic model; 
they have picked up some features of the model while not adopting it in whole.
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“market-oriented revolution” means that workers who lose their income 
must rely on individual resources or those given by family, religious in-
stitutions, and communities. The VgI emerged contiguously with these 
reforms and was post-industrial and post-bureaucratic from the outset. 
Its workers have never known access to some important elements of 
citizenship.

This shift towards individual responsibility and private-sector solu-
tions to insure against risk resulted in more social inequality and socio- 
economic polarization (Tòth 2014). The legitimacy of welfare markets, 
market institutions, and market discipline has also increased, as has 
the unchecked power of corporations (Crouch 2011). In this, we see con-
vergence in institutional regimes across nations (Deeming 2017, 418), as 
neoliberal reforms appear to have also undermined social democratic 
institutions across Europe (Lodemel and Moreira 2014). A shared con-
cern among social policy scholars is that increasing financialization and 
wealth accumulation, privatization, and marketization of risk can only 
coalesce to further downsize state welfare (Deeming 2017, 418). This has 
led citizenship experts to conclude that welfare rights are not genuine 
rights—insofar as civil or political rights are—but contextual political 
agreements bound to vary with differing conditions (Edmiston, Patrick, 
and Garthwaite 2017; Plant 2012).

In the context of globalization and the booming knowledge economy, 
the new organizational model threatens social progress and challenges 
past citizenship achievements because an increasing share of the job 
market no longer falls under protective Keynesian policies (Arthurs 
2000, 2010; Coutu and Murray 2010b; Collins 2000). This is grounds 
for wondering about the future of citizenship at work, based on the four 
gains in our definition (see Table 1.1).

The Limits of the Industrial Citizenship Concept

We must also draw attention to the binary nature of the studies of in-
dustrial citizenship. Some of the assumptions underlying the framework 
that has been used by legal experts to study the rights of employed work-
ers are problematic in the contemporary world. We outline three limits 
to this framework.

First, access to the workplace is a blind spot to those focusing on em-
ployed workers. Do those who are not employed have an equal oppor-
tunity to access the workplace, whatever their ethnic origin, gender, 
sexual orientation, or class? It is important to recognize that this frame-
work was elaborated in times where the workforce was quite uniformly 
White, male, and cisgender.
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Though they profess the formal equality of all citizens under the laws, 
liberal nations have never obtained an actual social “equality of facts.” 
Equality of facts is defined by a social reality in which the aggregated 
statistical data on the working population of a society (or an organization) 
closely match the demographic data of society as a whole, signifying that 
the main demographic groups are well represented. After two decades 
of policies based on simple equality of rights and treatment, the aggre-
gated statistics of underrepresentation, status, and pay inequity among 
liberal nations have shown considerable inertia. This prompted a gen-
eral admission of the relative failure of civil citizenship around the end 
of the 1980s:

Scepticism towards the universalist model was spurred by con-
cerns that the extension of citizenship rights to groups previously 
excluded had not translated into equality and full integration … 
Critics argued that the model proves exclusionary if one inter-
prets universal citizenship as requiring (a) the transcendence of 
particular, situated perspectives to achieve a common, general 
point of view and (b) the formulation of laws and policies that are 
difference-blind (Young 1989). The first requirement seems par-
ticularly odious once generality is exposed as a myth covering 
the majority’s culture and conventions. The call to transcend par-
ticularity too often translates into the imposition of the majority 
perspective on minorities. The second requirement may produce 
more inequality rather than less since the purported neutrality of 
difference-blind institutions often belies an implicit bias towards 
the needs, interests and identities of the majority group. This bias 
often creates specific burdens for members of minorities, i.e. more 
inequality. (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 2017)

As citizenship is a legal concept, it calls for a legal response to the ac-
knowledgment of the political relevance of difference (cultural, gender, 
class, race, etc.). If social barriers can account for inequitable representa-
tion, discrimination is the legal concept that points out those barriers.

Direct, explicit discrimination is forbidden by law. However, discrimin-
ation can have a collective and societal dimension. It is assumed to be a 
“system effect,” a consequence of diverse actions that are not always in-
tentionally discriminatory. The concept of systemic discrimination cap-
tures the notion that some discrimination is not overt or addressed in any 
specific ban or ruleset. This conceptualization helps to acknowledge a 
more widespread problem of access to citizenship than the simple idea of 
direct discrimination. In the matter of employment, discrimination exists 
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where a distinction, exclusion, or preference based on demographic fac-
tors has the effect of nullifying or impairing employment-related rights 
for a given individual or demographic group, regardless of any intention. 
This includes hiring (selection, recruitment, etc.), apprenticeship, dur-
ation of the probationary period, vocational training, promotion, transfer, 
displacement, layoffs, suspension, dismissal, or conditions of employ-
ment (pay, discipline, etc.) or job status (Legault 2017, 62–66). It manifests 
within HRm decisions. In the VgI, for instance, HRm decisions might be 
included in the category of systemic discrimination as soon as they pro-
duce effects like excluding some groups (women, minority groups of eth-
nic origin), preferring some groups (White men), or using distinguishing 
criteria when allocating employment benefits, beginning with access.

This brings us to the second limitation of the concept of industrial cit-
izenship. Beyond the issue of access to the workplace, there are issues 
of internal mobility and benefits distribution among workers. The ori-
ginal framework carries the assumption that the workplace provides cit-
izenship, or it does not. But a closer examination of work environments 
challenges the idea that all workers are considered citizens on the same 
basis, even within individual workplaces. Even if all workers are de-
clared equal, and if the benefits of the citizen status (as usually set down 
in formal devices like collective agreements or legislative provisions) 
apply to everyone, the reality may be otherwise.

HRm decisions can be discriminatory in preventing access to the 
workplace. They can also be discriminatory after the point of hire. Even 
though they are workers themselves, people in authority may discrimin-
ate in their daily interactions. Harassment, whether in person or online, 
is an example of a practice that can result in systemic discrimination by 
having an exclusionary effect. Harassment covers a wide range of offen-
sive behaviours that demean, humiliate, or embarrass a person and may 
be disturbing, upsetting, or threatening. It manifests in words, speeches, 
gestures, and jokes that are vexatious or spiteful towards a person or a 
group and is based on general characteristics like race or ethnic origin, 
gender, sexual orientation, religion, or disability. In the workplace, these 
behaviours are very serious even if they occur only once. Furthermore, 
while they are mostly aimed at certain groups, they can become exclu-
sionary or single out certain workers in a way that makes members of a 
particular group less comfortable, less vocal, and disempowered in their 
work environment, sometimes to the point of leaving, because power re-
lationships can keep victims from speaking out (Legault 2017, 94–100).

In the absence of a critical mass of members of a minority group (Kan-
ter 1977), harassment is significantly more likely. Research (by Kanter, 
among others) shows that representational scarcity has the tendency to 
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make individuals stand out as the “token members of groups,” whose be-
haviour remains unknown (or less known) and, thus, unpredictable. This 
leads to enduring prejudices, scant occasions for promotion, and being 
excluded from networks. In a minority situation, hostile behaviours not 
only can go unchecked but can even be “rewarded” (Levchak 2018, 106). 
Kanter (1977, 966, 987) proposed that “with an increase in relative num-
bers, minority members can … form coalitions and affect the culture of 
the group,” and they can also “begin to become individuals differenti-
ated from each other.” Yet even the definition of a critical mass must be 
scrutinized. If, as in the VgI, women are concentrated and isolated in fe-
male-dominated areas and subfields, this may not necessarily change the 
dynamics of a masculine environment across the board. Also, women 
have been found to “moderat[e] their gender role identity to fit into the 
industry,” and/or adopt “male” or “androgynous” behaviours to fit into 
the group (Derks et al. 2011; Fine 2010; Hirshfield 2010; G. Powell and 
Butterfield 2003; Prescott and Bogg 2013, 2011a, 219–20). These problems 
tend to diminish when the minority group is larger (Legault 2017, 6–7).

In the absence of a critical mass of any minority group, workers from 
these groups tend to leave organizations in greater proportions than do 
members of the majority because of work-related problems associated 
with a hostile environment. This brings together the first two limitations 
of the industrial citizenship model, which grants access to citizenship 
only upon hire and then assumes equal citizenship for all hired workers 
in that workplace.

There is a related third limitation to the industrial citizenship model. 
When we find some features of citizenship in an industry or a sector, can 
it be implied that the entire industry offers the same features? Or is it 
possible to find an uneven distribution of these features among differ-
ent nation-states, or across an industry with diverse workplaces? These 
questions are critical to a study of the VgI.

Attaining genuine equality requires actions to rapidly transform for-
mal equality rights into reality, for both individuals and groups. The 
notion of diversity, in this context, refers to a state that an organization 
can attain. It is usually the outcome of establishing equality of rights and 
equity measures. However, discussions of “diversity” within the VgI can 
portray it as more of an issue of business strategy than a justice concern 
(Perks and Whitson 2022). For instance, it has been argued that diversity 
is essential for innovation, openness, and adaptation to different audi-
ences, but such calls can ignore equity issues like access to jobs, equal 
treatment, fair procedures, and so on.

These important issues are ignored in the industrial citizenship frame-
work and must be dealt with through the renewed study of contemporary 
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citizenship at work. We can no longer ignore the limitations of a univer-
salist citizenship notion or be satisfied with binary notions. We can cap-
ture these elements more subtly.

Adding Inclusion for a Contemporary Framework of 
Citizenship at Work

To help locate the variations in citizenship status over time and space, 
and overcome some of the limitations of the historical framework, we 
add a new theoretical lens to this analysis. We borrow three categories of 
a general notion of citizenship from Bosniak (2000, 2003). For each of the 
four citizenship-at-work gains that we examine among VgDs, we raise 
the question of the subject, the object, and the domain to account for the 
possibility that gains may vary across workers and studios in the indus-
try, which constitute a heterogeneous whole.

The Subject of Citizenship

The subject of citizenship is the person recognized as a citizen in the en-
vironment—the one who can aspire to citizenship status. This concep-
tualization can capture the boundaries of inclusion and exclusion, and 
the resulting struggles to gain entry. Are all workers in a given work 
environment citizens on the same level? Are there second-class citizens 
who do not enjoy all the privileges of citizenship?

The traditional subjects of industrial citizenship were wage earners 
represented collectively by a union, who were considered fully fledged 
citizens. These workers were stable enough to have an interest in mo-
bilizing to improve their working conditions. Mass production requires 
many similar workstations, and resulting collective agreements estab-
lish pay scales such that the performance of all workers occupying the 
same positions and having the same skills and experience are assumed 
to be of equal value. Non-unionized workers are partly citizens if they 
are covered by labour laws, but these often fail to protect workers with 
atypical statuses (Vosko, Noack, and Tucker 2016; Vosko and Closing the 
Enforcement Gap Research Group 2020).

However, there are exceptions to the enterprise-based union model. 
For instance, the sector-based model specific to film artists and tech-
nicians provides for minimum working conditions that apply to all 
union members across employers. Enhanced benefits can be added to 
this minimum. These are negotiated individually based on the demand 
for specific job-related characteristics. In the context of the knowledge 
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economy, these models could allow collective mobilization despite the 
constraints of project-based mobility, the focus on creation and innova-
tion, and the importance of individual merit. Indeed, the competence- or 
seniority-based pay system inherent to the unionized bureaucratic en-
vironment is not well-reflected in the “star-system” typical of the union-
ized movie industry. The “star system” allows for some individuals who 
enjoy bargaining power due to their role, skills, or status to engage in in-
dividual bargaining over working conditions. This approach was adopted 
to respond to the importance of market value and allows for enormous 
gaps between what a sought-after star can negotiate compared to a less 
well known or accomplished actor (D’Amours 2009). But the general 
outcome is a “built in” unequal status of citizens.

Last, the study of the subject of citizenship raises the question of exclu-
sion; the illegal migrant worker is the best-known example. Are other 
workers likewise excluded from contemporary citizenship at work? 
Are independent contractors, freelancers, and self-employed workers, 
who are all very common in today’s economy, citizens of their work 
environment?

Examining the parameters of inclusion and exclusion affecting the 
subjects of citizenship at work exposes a problematic assumption of 
homogeneity that was built into the industrial citizenship model. The 
increasing demographic diversification of the labour force and the adop-
tion of charters of fundamental rights constitutionalizing minority rights 
has exposed the limitations of union organization, in which decisions 
are based on the views of the dominant group or the so-called “median 
worker” (Fudge 2005; Legault 2005a; Ontiveros 2000). Studies on citizen-
ship at work have presented unions as a place of citizenship for members 
of the majority and, for the others, of citizenship under the conditions of 
the majority. Where are the fault lines of exclusion for the subjects of 
contemporary knowledge work?

The Object (or Substance) of Citizenship

The object of citizenship concerns what is to be regulated or conveyed. 
It is the substance of citizenship, how it manifests, and over what topics.

The substance of industrial citizenship consists of uniform working 
conditions for all members of the union through the collective agree-
ment. Unlike legislation on employment standards, the average collect-
ive agreement is typically not a minimum plan for conditions that can 
be enhanced through individual contracts (Murray and Verge 1999, 46– 
47). Once again, the sector-based regimes specific to workers such as 
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performing artists are already an exception to this rule. As noted above, 
collective agreements in this context provide for a minimum set of con-
ditions that could be enhanced through better individual agreements. 
Individual bargaining thus coexists alongside collective bargaining, and 
rights and obligations may vary. This reflects the understanding that a 
single collective agreement cannot be expected to govern all specific situ-
ations in a context in which performance projects vary just like a per-
son’s value on the market. These regimes are good illustrations of the 
functioning of labour relations issues in the knowledge economy. In cre-
ative environments in which work is project-based, hiring is short term 
and a person’s value on the job market fluctuates sharply depending on 
the demand for their skills.

What are the rights and obligations derived from citizenship? Do the 
four gains of industrial citizenship have the same substance in differ-
ent work environments? Are new objects of citizenship emerging and 
older ones disappearing? Is the demand for citizenship uniform or does 
it vary?

The Domain of Citizenship

The domain of citizenship is the area of activity or territory within which 
citizenship is exercised. Is it growing? Is it shrinking? Are some job sec-
tors or certain workers systematically excluded? Are the borders of the 
territory which is to be regulated clear or blurred? Citizenship status con-
sists of rights and obligations, guarantees and protections that exist only 
insofar as they can be enforced. Is the domain of citizenship essentially 
limited to a territory (that is, a single, usually national, legislature)? This 
is a crucial question in a context of globalized trade. Is an industry that 
is by definition international condemned to remain bereft of citizenship?

The domain of industrial citizenship was restricted to the employing 
organization insofar as unionization was concerned, and more generally 
to a national regulatory framework for both a unionization regime and 
labour laws. This may have suited stable workers holding lifetime jobs, 
but it no longer suits workers who frequently change jobs and regions. 
Non-unionized workers are protected only by whatever universal provi-
sions of labour laws are in force. As an outcome, even in domains of po-
tential citizenship at work, subjects of that citizenship are not in reality 
equal. While having the same formal rights, some workers face obstacles 
pertaining to common conditions that distinguish them from the dom-
inant group and make them stand out as second-class citizens. As noted 
earlier, they are often underrepresented, lack critical mass, and/or face 
overt discrimination, including harassment.
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The notable growth in project-based work environments (which stud-
ies refer to as the “projectivization” of society or the “project society”; Ek-
stedt et al. 1999; Jensen, Thuesen, and Geraldi 2016; Lundin et al. 2015; 
Wenell, Ekstedt, and Lundin 2017) and the increasing mobility of capital 
and labour have profoundly changed the nature of the economic environ-
ment. Many of the benefits of employer-based unionization are lost in a 
context of temporary employment. Mobile workers, brought together for 
a short time for the purpose of a specific project, have less interest in join-
ing together to achieve gains that are meaningless when constrained to 
a single employer. Moreover, these employers are not even subject to the 
same legislative system within globalized industries. The priority then 
becomes one of nationally and internationally portable rights, like the 
case of performing artists in a sector-based certification system. For in-
stance, an industry-wide pension plan is more relevant to mobile work-
ers than an enterprise plan.

The many contemporary studies on changes in citizenship at work 
often conclude that there is a lack of citizenship among workers in de-
skilled jobs or among migrants seeking decent work (Bernstein 2010; 
Brunelle 2010; Carré 2010). There is an underlying assumption that 
knowledge workers are not at risk because they have their own individ-
ual bargaining power (Thuderoz 2010). VgDs share characteristics with 
film workers in the unionized creative and cultural industries, and col-
lective interests as well. Many are not deprived and do make use of their 
own specific modes of advocating for those interests. This could suggest 
that knowledge workers are well placed to gain meaningful citizenship 
in their workplaces, but does this presumption stand up to analysis? Do 
these new modes give them access to a form of citizenship? Or are they 
all condemned to a lack of citizenship?

To sum up, if the mid-twentieth century made enterprise-based union-
ization the yardstick of industrial citizenship, the contemporary develop-
ment of work requires new forms of citizenship. If enterprise-based 
unionization has been a powerful means for workers to reach for citizen-
ship at work and for the democratization of the workplace, the contem-
porary transformation is substantial enough to prompt us to re-evaluate 
the question of citizenship at work.

The new paradigm of citizenship at work must incorporate subjects, 
objects, and domains that have been ignored up to now or that have re-
cently appeared in contemporary work, such as:

•	 the	gendered	division	of	labour	in	paid	employment	and	repro-
ductive work, and the demands of reconciling employment and 
family life; 
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•	 the	national	mobility	of	labour,	multiple	employers,	employers	
who are difficult to identify, new employment statuses, and the 
necessity of lifelong learning;

•	 the	international	mobility	of	labour,	concern	about	trans-
national citizenship, struggles against local differences between 
migrant workers and domestic workers, and the protection of 
rights when it is difficult to define which law actually applies; 

•	 the	new	social	stakeholders	wanting	to	have	a	say	in	the	regu-
lation of work: organizations that defend the rights of workers 
with no job security, identity-based advocacy groups, sustain-
able development or local economy organizations, professional 
associations, and transborder alliances;

•	 the	new	stakeholders	who	do	not	wish	to	feature	in	labour	re-
lations, but who in fact play a determinant role in the working 
conditions; and

•	 the	inclusion	of	people	engaged	in	atypical	forms	of	employ-
ment to ensure the universal protection of the labour laws that 
generally protect salaried employees.

We see that not everyone has the same level of citizenship. Workers are 
not part of a uniform whole; they do not have the same access to protec-
tion against economic insecurity and the risks of lost income, recourses 
against arbitrary decisions and ways to influence local decisions re-
garding work and working conditions, or participation in the local and 
broader social institutions of the regulation of labour. Because some 
are not citizens or are second-class citizens, objects of their citizenship 
may vary and cover more or less ground, and while some territories are 
democratic, others are closer to free zones.

A Framework for Studying Vgds, and the Structure of this Book

Observing the mostly White, male workforce of the VgI within a diverse 
society suggests to us that there may be areas of “uncitizenship.” Indeed, 
the VgI is regularly shaken by scandals and controversies around sexism 
and the industry’s “boys’ club” culture regarding the content of games, 
and in the workplace (see Chapter 10).

We now have a framework to address the question of citizenship at 
work in the VgI (see Table 1.3) in a way that allows us to reframe the 
four gains of industrial citizenship as the substance of citizenship and 
evaluate what has become of them. In what follows, we use the VgI as a 
case study to reassess the four democratic benefits of industrial citizen-
ship within the new context of the post-industrial era and identify the 
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subjects, objects, and domains of the resulting citizenship, if any exist. 
We will use the theoretical concept of citizenship at work to map its fea-
tures “on the ground” in the VgI and address some practical questions: 
Who has access to jobs in the VgI? Among those who do have access, do 
they have even access to every object of citizenship or are some objects 
unevenly distributed? In this diverse industry, can we observe uniform 
practices of regulation in the matter of citizenship or are there some ter-
ritories of citizenship while others remain untouched?

Table 1.3
Our Framework

Objects of citizenship Measures of 
citizenship for 
each object

Measures of 
citizenship for the 
VGI as a whole

1. Policies and programs to protect against 
economic insecurity and the risks of 
lost income (i.e., unemployment, skill 
obsolescence, birth of a child, illness, 
injury, layoff, retirement)

Are there subjects 
of citizenship 
from this point of 
view, and, if any, 
who are they?

What are the 
specific provi-
sions or measures 
that can cover 
this object of 
citizenship? Do 
they totally or 
partially achieve 
the objective?

Who is touched 
by these provi-
sions or meas-
ures, if any? 
Where do they 
work? These 
places, clusters of 
jobs, or territories 
are the domains of 
citizenship.

Subjects, objects, 
and domains of 
citizenship (as 
middle column)

2. Recourses against arbitrary decisions 
(at best) and ways to influence local 
decisions regarding work and working 
conditions (at least)

3. Participation in the local regulation of 
labour regarding critical issues (i.e., in 
the case of VgDs: working hours, 
overtime compensation, quality of 
life, work–life balance, IP, crediting 
standards, non-compete and confidenti-
ality clauses, knowledge management, 
sexism and discrimination)

4. Participation in the broader social 
regulation of work, industry, or sector 
(i.e., lobbying the state in support of or 
in opposition to certain laws or regula-
tory regimes, carrying an industry or 
employment-based legal claim to the 
state or other relevant social authority, 
forming professional bodies)





Project Management at the Foreground

After setting out the links between industrial citizenship and work in 
bureaucratic environments, it is useful to examine post-bureaucratic en-
vironments, which raise many questions about the persistence of citizen-
ship at work. In this chapter, we outline the general working conditions 
in project-based workplaces that are emblematic of post-bureaucratic en-
vironments. These conditions are widespread in project-based environ-
ments and apply to the VgI as well. However, project management can 
manifest uniquely across industries and workplaces. In the following 
chapter, we will set forward some specific features of project manage-
ment in the VgI that may or may not be shared by other creative project- 
based workplaces. More research in other sectors is necessary to ascer-
tain the generalization power of our conclusions project management on 
the VgI.

Workplace relations during the mid-twentieth century stabilized over 
a trade-off between security and subordination. Salaried workers were 
granted diverse protections against risk, a voice in the regulating pro-
cess, and wage policies. Labour laws enhanced working conditions and 
made many workers passive citizens. In North America, the certification 
of unions as bargaining agents for employees of a single employer suited 
a system of stable, long-term employment and provided active citizen-
ship for that group. HRm “best practices” ensued from the ripple effect 
of both the laws and negotiated collective agreements and were adjusted 
to the bureaucratic organizations of those times. The result was a stabil-
ity of organizations and employment; seniority as a principle grounding 
work benefits; a workforce dedicated to mass production and relieved 
of responsibility towards the clientele; tight hierarchic supervision and 
control of workers, who were expected to be obedient; a high commit-
ment among workers to a stable employer; and standardized processes 
of evaluation and compensation based on discipline and conformity to 
strict rules. 

chaPter 2
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Jobs in the private creative sector of the knowledge economy usually 
take place under an organizational model that is part of a larger post- 
bureaucratic evolution. The organization of work in these jobs is mark-
edly different from that in bureaucracies in that it is often arranged on a 
project basis. Project-based work requires a flexible structure, the free 
flow of information, cohesive teamwork, reduced hierarchical layers, en-
trusted individual employees, teams with a margin of decision-making 
autonomy, less direct supervision, and more worker accountability.

This chapter briefly outlines the nature, structure, and requirements 
of the generalized project-based organizational model and sketches the 
ways in which this model and the mechanisms that historically pro-
vided for citizenship at work do not fit. These are essential premises 
for understanding the organization of work and HRm practices in game 
studios and that underlie our subsequent analysis of citizenship at work 
among VgDs.

The Project Management Regime

According to the Project Management Institute (PmI 2019), a “project” is 
a temporary and progressive endeavour undertaken to create a unique 
and/or unprecedented product, service, or result. The temporary nature 
of projects implies a predetermined beginning and end. Usually, each 
project comes with a contract that binds the supplier organization to a 
client company to provide a specific item or service.

In general, each project creates a product (for example, constructing a 
building, developing and setting up an information system), service (for 
example, organizing a festival, implementing neighbourhood policing in 
a police department), or result (for example, changing the structure of an 
organization, holding a jazz festival, sending a mission abroad, or follow-
ing a court case) that is unique or new.

Project management offers a range of means to organize and manage 
a discontinuous process, and flexible, fluid roles that can adapt quickly 
to changes in the planning without sacrificing predictability, managerial 
control over the work, and discipline in spite of the creativity and esoteric 
knowledge of expert labour (Hodgson 2004, 85–86; see also Weststar and 
Dubois, 2022, 13). Moreover, in creative and innovative environments, 
project management primarily means managing people, who are the 
main production resource (Gemünden, Lehner, and Kock 2018) and who 
are interacting in an uncertain and often stressful setting. Relationships 
and interactions are key to a process in which the human element is 
everywhere; although the technical apparatus is essential, everything 
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that is done with that apparatus is based on decisions made by people. 
HR and their management are therefore a prime factor in the success of 
any project.

However, HRm is discounted in the world of project management. This 
should come as no surprise, since HRm, as currently conceived and taught, 
is designed to serve bureaucratic organizations, and is thus perceived as 
an enemy of the great flexibility needed in a project setting. In the pro-
ject-based world, project managers try to cut red tape instead of creating 
procedures that would suit the setting. They attempt to reduce the role of 
the HR department, giving it a low-profile (Perrons 2002; Pina e Cunha 
2002), to ensure that HR comes and goes at the right time and in sufficient 
numbers, deploying them, complying with labour laws, and contributing 
to the mandatory insurance and social security plans. When HRm policies 
are in effect in project-based organizations, they have no great coercive 
power if they conflict with the interests of the project. The project man-
ager is often free to apply policies with discretion. If expected to set work-
ing conditions such as overtime or schedules, or regarding working from 
home, the manager will essentially make those decisions according to the 
needs of the project and client (Chasserio and Legault 2009).

Projects are short term. Teams are expected to produce goods or ser-
vices by a date and at a price pre-established by contract, with penalties 
in the event of failure (Alvesson 1995). These conditions are a source of 
pressure because the end result is always ill-defined. The client is the 
source of the triple constraint—or “iron triangle”—posed by the budget, 
deadline, and the scope of the order, which is generally stipulated in the 
contract signed between the client and the supplier of the item, product, 
or service (PmI 2019). These three conditions also serve as the mandatory 
evaluation criteria that generally spell success or failure for a project.

The production of an original product or service involves considerable 
uncertainty, which clearly differentiates projects from mass production. 
Although the degree of uncertainty varies, what sets projects apart is the 
essential fact that there is no protocol that sets out all the steps. The pro-
ject team seldom knows the precise nature of the final product and must 
create (and constantly re-create through subsequent iterations) its own 
protocol. Uncertainty involves risk, and managing that risk is a major 
concern in the project world. The process needs to leave room for the un-
expected, with ongoing adjustments and improvisation, as it cannot be 
based on detailed operational planning (Chasserio and Legault 2010; Le-
gault and Chasserio 2009, 2012). The risk of failure is high, including first 
and foremost financial risk, since the timeframe, means, and resources 
needed to complete a project can be difficult to predict.
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Pursuing the objective of innovation requires taking risks and there-
fore frequently involves conflicts, with the objective of reducing uncer-
tainty, as demanded by the client. When in the heat of the moment, it can 
be hard to remember that innovation needs exploration and unexpected 
twists, turns, and errors. Ideally, the environment fosters risk-taking and 
encourages workers to learn from their mistakes (Yahya and Goh 2002). 
The discipline of project management and its body of knowledge encoded 
in the Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBoK Guide) 
(PmI 2019) involves a planning process that is designed to deal with this 
uncertainty and necessary risk by creating multiple ways to control the 
three dimensions of the “iron triangle.”

Pervasive Time and Pace

At each project milestone the project manager meets with the client or 
its representatives. Milestones are mini deadlines within the project for 
which precursor elements of the final deliverable (that is, the final prod-
uct or service) are expected to be complete. Clients closely scrutinize pro-
jects, monitoring the progress of work and making decisions according 
to its outcomes. A dissatisfied client may terminate the project and de-
cide not to renew funding.

An approaching milestone is nearly always a source of stress for pro-
ject managers and team members, even more so if the deadline is tight. 
Milestones can come quickly and the pace can be relentless. The man-
ager may decide, as a preventive measure or as things become urgent, 
that all resources must be deployed and many sacrifices made to reach 
the milestone objective. This model is hard to sustain over the long term.

Planning meetings are held frequently (every day for many projects) 
and there are constant reminders of delays and problems. These are 
moments of discipline and control, in that the many micro-decisions 
required as work progresses represent so many opportunities to devi-
ate from the plan (Hodgson 2004, 87). For example, team members may 
have to decide whether to sacrifice a test phase to meet a deadline, and 
thus risk releasing a product with bugs, or to put quality first by taking 
their time and risk trying the client’s patience by running late. These 
are logistical decisions that ultimately have a significant impact on risk. 
Effective as it may be, this way of doing things involves daily collective 
supervision, since everyone reports to the team every day and the slight-
est daily variation in performance is noticed. These tools are a constant 
and rich source of information, but also a source of stress for employ-
ees who are grappling with complex challenges and are subject to group 
pressure.
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Volatile Funding by Venture Capital

Due to the uncertainty and risk of failure inherent in creative and innov-
ative projects, companies that take on these projects are often funded by 
venture or risk capital. This is capital invested in equity or quasi-equity 
in companies that are managed independently, rather than being funded 
on the public equity market. Those investing in capital from the pub-
lic stock market is fearful of companies that lack sizeable assets, have 
not achieved stable returns, and are not able to provide proper financial 
statements. Innovative firms often do not yet have revenue or profits—or 
at least, none over the long term.

Venture capital involves focusing on the difficult task of funding new 
and growing firms knowing that only a few of them will survive. The in-
vestor seeks to recognize those that will survive as soon as possible, focus 
on them, and leave the others. Investors want to play an active role and 
negotiate the conditions attached to their investment to protect it, mean-
ing, among other things, gaining control over the management of the 
firm (Gompers and Lerner 2004) by holding frequent meetings or being 
an active participant in firm activities (Duruflé 2009). External funding 
brings with it the test of a renewal of terms, which often require the pro-
ject team to produce results in the (relatively) short term. This leads to 
a great drive to achieve profitability, which leads to pressure to reduce 
labour costs, since people are the main production resource.

Throughout the production process, the project manager keeps the 
client informed of any problems, since the client may decide to change 
the initial request in the face of obstacles or as they see more of the project 
shaping up. These requests may lead to extra work for the team. There 
is constant interaction between the client and the project manager but 
also with different members of the project team, with or without the pro-
ject manager’s consent (Chasserio and Legault 2005, 2009, 2010; Legault 
and Chasserio 2009, 2012). The clients’ representatives may exceed their 
powers, without being called to order. Therefore, the client may come 
to have considerable influence over the organization of work and even 
to exert influence on the manager to affect various daily HRm decisions, 
regarding such things as recruitment, days off, vacations, working hours, 
working from home, discipline and penalties, and hiring and firing.

Flexible Employment Relationships and Nomadic Careers

There is no way for a project-based organization to know ahead of time 
how many projects will be in the works at any one time, as orders come 
in at different times. The same can be said of tenders to be accepted and, 
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therefore, of the number and type of workers who will be needed. Even 
with projects that are already underway, unexpected HR requirements 
can always come up over the short or long term based on new requests 
from clients, new constraints, or changes in employment as people leave 
their positions. 

Therefore, it is difficult to plan for labour requirements right from the 
start. This results in a preference for filling HR requirements “on de-
mand,” meaning that project staffing is a house unrelentingly on fire. The 
sense of crisis and urgency is never far away for managers. When an or-
ganization has workers who are only required at specific points in a pro-
ject, it becomes necessary to manage frequent reassignments and avoid 
conflicting assignments. Multiple assignments can exhaust a worker 
who is expected to work at maximum pace on two or more projects and 
be accountable to the schedules and needs of the team members on those 
projects. Bottlenecks of work—in which one team member is waiting for 
the output of another—pose serious logistical problems in a fast-paced en-
vironment and may cause conflicts regarding workers’ roles. A project- 
based organization may hire a pool of regular workers but will generally 
also use a pool of workers whose status is precarious (temporary, con-
tract, or freelance) to adjust to specific needs as projects proceed.

Since projects are temporary, workers are highly mobile. Project-based 
careers take the form of working on a series of different projects in the 
shape of a spiral staircase, and lateral changes from client to client are 
common (Turner, Huemann, and Keegan 2018, 11–24). Instead of “climb-
ing up the ladder up the hierarchical silo,” workers take moves that “can 
be half or even a quarter of a step sideways and upwards,” in which pro-
jects can be learning opportunities that may—or may not—lead to more 
prestigious projects, but not necessarily to higher positions along a ver-
tical line (Turner, Huemann, and Keegan 2018, 12–13). The concept of 
“nomadic careers” reflects this new reality (Arthur and Rousseau 1996). 
Career progress manifests through the prestige of one’s past projects 
rather than climbing a vertical ladder. Whether nomadic or portfolio, 
successful careers are up to individuals (Turner, Huemann, and Keegan 
2018, 13).

Team members often need to adapt as the makeup of teams changes 
over different stages in a project, as people come and go or are hired 
to meet specific needs. Frequent changes in the makeup of teams and 
strained logistical needs can multiply occasions of conflict. Workers 
must work together tightly without necessarily having the time to de-
velop bonds of trust. Team spirit is constantly being rebuilt. Though 
some people find frequent changes to be psychologically challenging 
(Tur ner, Huemann, and Keegan 2018, 11–24), they must take part in the 
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team effort and its cohesiveness because colleagues are an important 
source of recommendation in future job searches. Since the process of 
job placement and team assemblage for new projects is perpetually on-
going in an unrelenting internal or external job market, workers are sub-
ject to constant pressure to uphold their reputation. Project managers, 
clients, and peers can make or break that reputation by recommending 
the person—or not. Workers must try their best to please everyone, as re-
cruitment and selection methods in projects rely heavily on networking 
(Christopherson 2009; O’Riain 2000).

Placement is even more important, as work functions as a privileged 
training venue. When an organization is not concerned about keeping 
its best resources over the long term, professional development is left 
up to individuals, who need to plan, choose, and pay for training, try to 
find assignments on projects that will allow them to learn new skills, and 
so on. People are required to take on this responsibility on their own, 
keeping informed and preparing for moves that will help them achieve 
their goals.

Consequently, staff assignment to projects is a substantial issue and 
a contested terrain. Management is interested in the short-term goal of 
assigning workers based on skills they have already mastered, but em-
ployees may wish to be assigned to another project that lets them learn 
new skills in order to upgrade and refine their portfolio over the longer 
term. Project managers exert pressure and can engage in internal lobby-
ing that conflicts with professional development objectives.

Initially chosen for their skills and experience, members of project 
teams are then assigned targeted responsibilities. While workers in 
bureaucracies have an obligation of means (that is, the obligation to fill 
the requirements of the protocol they are given), the members of a pro-
ject team have more autonomy. They are assessed in terms of the con-
tribution they make to the project, which means bringing the process to 
a successful conclusion. In this, they have an obligation of results. The 
autonomy granted to knowledge workers in a project setting is an im-
plicit trade-off against a commitment to accomplishing the objectives for 
which they are held accountable. Their evaluation depends on it (Chas-
serio and Legault 2010), though they do not necessarily have the needed 
decision-making leeway to respond to the demands of clients.

Many organizations practice what is known as the “360-degree” as-
sessment, in which the viewpoints of superiors, peers, and subordinates 
are collected. Client views are also important. Since the satisfaction of 
the client is the most important factor in the success of a project and the 
very survival of the organization depends upon it, management natur-
ally has an interest in knowing how the client perceives the product and 
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the project workflow. However, this type of practice raises questions of 
procedural fairness (see Chapter 6). It is important to bear in mind that 
the client’s objectives are short term. Every delay imposed on the team 
compromises their success, and there may be a tendency to place blame 
on the person who has encountered a problem.

All in, this environment gives project workers a powerful lever for 
self-discipline, as well as peer pressure. If they fail, their reputation, and 
the reputation of the team and the studio, will suffer.

Unpredictable Working Time

Project management has many advantages over bureaucracy that can 
account for its major upswing: the ability to respond quickly, an adapt-
ability to change, and a devotion to client requests. However, the price 
of that flexibility is unlimited and unpredictable working hours that can 
easily interfere with employees’ private lives (Chasserio and Legault 
2005; Legault and Ouellet 2012; Legault and Weststar 2017).

Employees are not involved in negotiating the contracts that set the 
conditions for the “iron triangle,” but they must execute the work and 
respect the contract. This situation is closely linked to the practice of 
a “closed budget envelope,” which is part of the constraining “iron tri-
angle” that has a direct impact on working hours. In a context of high 
risk of commercial failure, the budget for a project (or a step leading to 
a milestone) is limited to a known, fixed amount. On the other hand, 
the time required to produce the desired result cannot be known ahead 
of time, and working hours are unpredictable. This paradox is enacted 
along these lines. The success of the project is established as an overrid-
ing objective right from the start. Client satisfaction is of great import-
ance for both the employee and the manager because the employee’s 
worth is measured by their last project (Legault 2013). Therefore, each 
team member puts their individual reputation on the line, which motiv-
ates team members to commit to a project “however long it takes.” The 
importance of reputation and putting together a competitive portfolio en-
sures that workers remain devoted to taking on that responsibility and 
is a much more effective tool of control than any form of managerial au-
thority (Peticca-Harris, Weststar, and McKenna 2015).

Of the three constraints, the time allotted to work is the only one that 
has any elasticity, as long as overtime is unpaid. In this type of situation, 
the project manager has considerable leeway in terms of managing time 
off, vacations, working hours, and so on. (Chasserio and Legault 2009, 
2010). The organization of project work often goes hand in hand with a 
deregulation of working hours (Legault and Ouellet 2012; Legault and 
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Weststar 2017; O’Carroll 2015). In fact, this means that the risk related to 
unexpected events in a project is transferred to the employee, who must 
work for free (Legault 2013). The more hours a person puts in at work, 
the less time they have to devote to their private life, placing their health, 
social, and family life at risk. Over the long term, people have trouble 
regaining their strength and begin to dip into their reserves. As a result, 
we see rising presenteeism (people refraining from taking sick leave 
when needed), psychological problems, stress- and work-related illness, 
workplace accidents, and even suicide, alcoholism, and drug addiction 
(Carter et al. 2013; Legault and Belarbi-Basbous 2006; Legault and Chas-
serio 2014; Pérez-Zapata et al. 2016; Pfeiffer, Sauer, and Ritter 2019; Picq, 
Asquin, and Garel 2007).

Scarcity of Women

This way of organizing work has an inhospitable effect and affects the 
diversity of the work environment, since many more women than men 
want to reduce their working hours, and refuse or reduce overtime, es-
pecially if they have children and are affected by gendered divisions of 
domestic labour (Legault and Chasserio 2009; Lindgren and Packen-
dorff 2006; Perlow and Porter 2009; Perrons 2002, 2003). Because of 
incompatible pressures to work overtime and assume housework and 
domestic labour, women’s place on project teams is uneven. Women 
are significantly underrepresented in project-managed, high-technology 
work environments (Chasserio and Legault 2010; Legault 2005b; Legault 
and Chasserio 2012; Valenduc et al. 2004, 14–20). In the information and 
communications technology sector, women barely top the 20-percent 
mark of workers assigned to projects. Even when women are invited to 
join projects due to labour shortages, fewer women than men make in-
cursions into this sector, and those who do are more prone to leave than 
their male counterparts (Ashcraft, McLain, and Eger 2016; Platman and 
Taylor 2004; Prescott and Bogg 2010, 2011b).

Teamwork, Peer Pressure, and a Client-Oriented Attitude

Project teams are multidisciplinary and require that efforts be made in 
terms of communication. Employees do not have the shared language 
that time spent working together or a common training brings, but they 
still need to get up to speed quickly to deliver. The flattened structure 
of projects aims to foster collaborative relationships oriented towards 
problem-solving and reduce supervision and control costs. An import-
ant prerequisite of teamwork are a set of skills somewhat disdainfully 
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called “soft skills”: solving problems as a group, sharing knowledge, and 
contributing to collective learning. Depending on a project manager’s 
style, conflicts may become aggravated. Yet these are often casually dis-
regarded by comparison with the importance given to technical skills 
(Grugulis and Vincent 2009; Thomas and Buckle-Henning 2007).

Overloaded workers get too busy to communicate their different view-
points. Instead of enjoying the cross-fertilization among people with 
different background and skills, they can be driven into conflict. There 
are many different channels of communication, as team members may 
communicate between themselves and/or through a single project man-
ager; management styles differ, and team members must oblige. Mem-
bers need to interact constantly in order for the project to progress, as 
their contributions are interdependent. One missing person sets the rest 
of the team back, leading to an imperative of working overtime to recoup. 
As the team’s collective performance is evaluated, colleagues may resent 
someone’s refusal to work in a crunch and may exert their own power 
against a perceived lack of solidarity. They can marginalize a member 
and, most of all, stain that person’s reputation, which will make them 
less employable (Legault and Chasserio 2009; Scarbrough and Kinnie 
2003). Few people want to run that risk. Indeed, the time devoted to 
work and the many hours of voluntary overtime frequently become the 
primary indicators of commitment when evaluation comes, followed by 
remarkable contributions to a project (Chasserio and Legault 2009).

As a result, project management has obvious advantages for the man-
agement of labour. Held accountable for the success of the operation, 
team members exert control over the work and monitor the progress of 
the work. Peer pressure to extend the workday, speed up performance, 
and limit absenteeism is at least as powerful, if not more so, as pressure 
from a hierarchical boss and guarantees an intensity of work, as an indi-
vidual reputation is conducive to future placement (Bresnen et al. 2003; 
Legault 2008). 

The expected commitment to work is short-lived but very demanding. 
Whereas in bureaucratic organizations the desire to stay with an em-
ployer over the long term indicates a worker’s commitment (Mowday, 
Steers, and Porter 1979; Meyer and Allen 1997), in project-based organ-
izations, the employment relationship is often devoid of long-term re-
ciprocal commitment. Managers favour flexibility. Given rising worker 
mobility since the turn of the last century, the notion of commitment 
to work has changed (Alvesson 2000; Barley and Kunda 2004; Baruch 
1998; Cappelli 1999; Chasserio and Legault 2009). It could now be de-
fined as the ad-hoc propensity for doing everything possible to ensure the 
success of a project and satisfy the client, sparing no time or effort when 
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it comes to work, displaying devotion and flexibility without waiting to 
be prompted, and going well beyond any formal job description (Ander-
son-Gough, Grey and Robson 2000; Singh and Vinnicombe 2000; Yeuk-
Mui May, Korczynski, and Frenkel 2002). As a result, project-based 
workers have only an ephemeral commitment to their employer, and are 
primarily committed to the client and the project team in the short term 
and to their profession and sector in the long term.

This places employees in an unusual position in project-based organ-
izations. Up to a certain level, they share in management’s imperative 
to satisfy the client. When they must bend to extremely high demands 
from clients, some are inclined to blame it on the client and on compe-
tition rather than on their employer, while others blame poor manage-
ment. The discourse of employees is indeed client-oriented and more of 
an entrepreneur type of discourse than a salaried worker’s type of dis-
course (Lindgren and Packendorff 2006, 859), which complicates the 
propensity to unionization.

Compensation Is an Individual Game

Project-based organizations try to keep the regulation of employment to 
a minimum so that practices remain flexible. HR policies are not coer-
cive, since project managers confer high importance to their ability to ex-
ercise discretion, to keep up with the triple constraint. In the absence of 
unionization, compensation is secretive and generally left to the discre-
tion of managers instead of being regulated by policies. New hires indi-
vidually negotiate the provisions of their contract, and particularly their 
pay level, based on market value (that is, the demand for skills on the job 
market). Highly sought after workers—the “stars”—can also negotiate 
exemptions from overtime, which enhances the effort/pay balance in-
cluded in the notion of compensation.

Conclusion

Compared to the age of bureaucracy, the boom of the knowledge econ-
omy and the related sphere of project management have profoundly 
changed the employment scene. The general features of project-based 
work challenge labour institutions and the entire discipline of HRm, 
since these were developed to meet the needs of bureaucratic organiza-
tions during the twentieth century.

Employment practices common in the context of project manage-
ment has put workers in an indefinite labour law zone that is verging 
on entrepreneurship, with all the risks that can ensue. Workers bear 
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greater responsibility, since individuals and teams are assessed based 
on results—an entrepreneur-like benchmark. The client and the team 
have a high level of power when it comes to the regulation of work be-
cause reputation is critical to job placement in a high flexibility and high 
mobility staffing environment. Reputation is so important that work-
ers discipline themselves and agree, apparently on their own initiative, 
to the same type of commitment as an entrepreneur, including unpaid 
overtime. With highly qualified work gathered around the creation of 
new and unique objects, we are attending the coming of a neo-artisanal 
organization of work.

If we look back to the notion of citizenship at work (Table 1.1), we can 
appreciate how project-based environments and their rules challenge its 
four assets. First, given the very demanding but short-term commitment 
between employers and employees, workers oversee their own careers 
and are responsible for managing the risks related to loss of income: 
health problems, unemployment, parenting, retirement, professional 
misconduct, and their skills becoming obsolete. Moreover, the risk re-
lated to commercial failure and to unexpected events within a project is 
transferred to the employee, who must work for free to respect the “closed 
budget envelope.” Second, given the importance that project managers 
place on having leeway in daily operational decision-making and the ap-
plication of policies (if any), there is not much room for recourse against 
arbitrary actions and decisions. Third, project-based workers—who are, 
so far, a mostly non-unionized group—negotiate individually with the 
only bargaining power their market value can command. They have 
very little say in the local regulation of their work and workplaces, and 
must instead accede in order to stay in the race. They must continue to 
update their portfolio, expand their network, and upgrade their profes-
sional development, as these factors enrich their market value and in 
turn their individual bargaining power. Fourth, as labour institutions 
were designed for mass production and bureaucracies, project workers 
are under-protected in the domain of the social regulation of work. For 
these reasons, the general features of project-based organizations also 
present a challenge to citizenship at work.
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Videogame Development as an 
Illustration of Project-Based Work

Game development studios are organizations that manage projects. In 
this chapter, we present the specific characteristics of game studios that 
distinguish them from project-based organizations of the general form 
outlined in Chapter 2. In providing this overview of the political econ-
omy and local working conditions of game making, we supply the ne-
cessary context for our search for the subjects, objects, and domains of 
citizenship in the VgI.

The game development aspect of the VgI is a component of a larger 
value chain. This consists of a pool of diverse studios that vary by size, 
the nature and range of game projects, the division of work, funding 
scenario, and their dependency on publishers. Studios range from small 
start-up companies with a few people working on a single project to 
large established studios producing AAA titles (“triple-A games”),1 with 
hundreds of employees working on multiple projects, sometimes across 
international borders. Yet the distribution of studios along this spectrum 
is uneven. According to de Peuter, “There’s a vast pool of companies, 
with just a fraction of them commanding the bulk of revenues and em-
ployees” (2012, 82).

Indeed, among the six hundred studios in Canada, for example, only 
4 percent are “very large” (with more than 100 employees), but they hire 
62 percent of the game development workforce, while 7 percent are 
“large” and hire 4 percent of the workforce. As a result, two-thirds of 
VgDs work in 11 percent of the studios in Canada (ESAC 2017). Because 
the transformation of the employment relationship is our principal inter-
est, except when otherwise specified, we are describing the functioning 
of medium-large and very large employers, and therefore on studios 
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1. “AAA” is analogous to the film industry term “blockbuster” (ESAC 2017). It is an informal 
classification for video games produced and distributed by a mid-sized or major publishing 
company, typically having larger development and marketing budgets (an average budget of 
$12.5 million for console games) and larger production teams (an average team of forty and 
up to one thousand developers for console games).



38 COntext

developing medium-sized projects or AAA games. They have existed 
longer than many start-ups and survived downturns in the industry, so 
in this regard they can inform us about the long-lasting practices of the 
industry. This does not mean, however, that they represent the business 
model of the future, as platform games are on the rise and have a differ-
ent production process (Kerr 2017, 16).

Great Uncertainty in Game Projects

As we have seen in Chapter 2, projects and their teams are in essence 
ephemeral, but this qualifier is relative given the diversity among studios 
and projects. Most personal computer (PC) or console games take from 
two to five years to complete, whereas a mobile game can be developed in 
a few months. The duration of development is influenced by several fac-
tors, such as genre, scale, development platform, and number of assets.

A literature review aiming to provide a comprehensive overview of 
contemporary development practices used in the VgI reveals that any 
timeframe and planning of the production process of a videogame is 
doomed to failure:

It is almost impossible to accurately plan a [game] development 
project in detail, largely due to the soft requirements inherent in 
game production which emerge mid-process during development 
projects, when testing is coupled with continuous ideation and re-
finement. (Marklund et al. 2019, 179)

In game development, project managers are often called producers, so we 
will use these terms interchangeably according to the context. A produ-
cer works under the scrutiny of external stakeholders to adhere to the 
triple constraints. In addition to their own employer, producers are re-
sponsible to a publisher and, when working on a game based on another 
company’s intellectual property (IP), a licensor. A producer may also 
coordinate the process of earning a platform owner’s approval (such as 
Nintendo approving a title for the Switch game console) and the rating 
of the game from the relevant software ratings board (see Chapter 8), de-
pending on how the final title will be marketed and distributed.

In large projects, producers are seconded by team leads, who:

are the bridge between their teams of fellow artists/designers/pro-
grammers and the producers or the project managers. They com-
municate the concerns or work schedules of their fellow workers 
to upper management and vice versa. Producers then ensure that 



39VideOgame deVelOPment as PrOjeCt-Based WOrk

resources are allocated to team members and that the team is on 
schedule. Leads remind team members what needs to be done 
within a given time frame, which might position them as a source 
of discontent for the creative team. … When creative disagree-
ments occur, the producer is ultimately in control and makes the 
final call. (Bulut 2020a, 20)

Technology, Art, and the “Fun Factor”

High uncertainty in the VgI is driven by the need to “find the fun factor” 
for the user-to-be—that is finding the mixture of elements that will make 
the game enjoyable to those who will eventually play it. This is mainly 
the responsibility of the game designers who are the stars of the develop-
ment process, the ones who are interviewed in magazines and featured 
at conferences (Bulut 2020a, 19; Kyle and Bryce 2012). Many producers 
mention the “fun factor” as a key risk and an ongoing concern. This re-
lates to the usability aspects of a product that is present in all software 
development, but also to the artistic elements that are a unique aspect of 
entertainment software:

Testing, design, and ideation may not be exclusively relevant to 
game development as they, for example, happen in software and 
information system development as well. They are, however, 
uniquely approached in game development in that they … extend 
beyond functionality and effectivity. (Marklund et al. 2019, 187)

A producer balances technology and art to deliver an original product 
tailored to a targeted audience: making a game that will appeal to them, 
calibrating it to be challenging, but not overly so, and designing engaging 
characters and smooth and intuitive gameplay that will draw the player 
into the universe of the game. These things must be done within the 
constraints of the development technology. The focus on the “art form” 
suggests that game projects may differ from other development pro-
jects, in that the quest for creativity is more important than the quest for 
“effectivity.”

Gameplay goals (for example, aesthetic goals, or creating a game that is 
fun or thrilling) do not easily lend themselves to formalization and defin-
ition (Kasurinen and Smolander 2014; Murphy-Hill, Zimmermann, and 
Nagappan 2014). As has been said, “Even an apparently complete [game 
design document] is likely to change during the development process” 
(Alves, Ramalho, and Damasceno 2007, 278). Or, as stated by an inter-
viewee: “When the production started, the specifications went out the 



40 COntext

window … There simply is not enough knowledge to develop a full design 
at the early stage” (Kasurinen, Laine, and Smolander 2013, 14).

While the subjective concept of “fun” is mostly defined by developers 
themselves in smaller indie projects (Zackariasson, Walfisz, and Wil-
son 2006), larger studios use identified subjective preferences (whether 
known or stereotyped) and usability concerns of their target audiences 
as guiding requirements (Alves, Ramalho, and Damasceno 2007; Bryant, 
Akerman, and Drell 2010; Murphy-Hill, Zimmermann, and Nagappan 
2014). These are a factor of standardization and “stability” in processes:

Most [AAA] games are not written from scratch; instead they util-
ize game engines and various kinds of middleware … In this pro-
cess, the creative role of designers and developers faces off against 
the economic imperatives of efficient production for a competi-
tive market, reflected in the demands of publishers and console 
manufacturers and embodied in technology. … The introduction of 
capital-intensive methods [like software development kits] to vid-
eogame production has resulted in a number of changes. The most 
important of these is a concerted attempt at managerial control. At 
the start of a development cycle, management asserts the “deter-
mination to control, in a highly predictable manner, the outcome 
of a complex, potentially chaotic production process.” (Woodcock 
2016, 137)

We will see that the use of formalized requirements in development 
seems to be tied to a game studio’s size and maturity.

Uncertainty until a Very Late Stage of Development

The challenge of controlling and standardizing a creative process that is 
largely unpredictable and open to new input until a very late stage is a 
common issue in game projects. Among the themes that are prevalent 
enough to be considered general truisms is a conspicuous wish among 
developers to avoid strict methods and explicitly unified language. They 
prefer ad-hoc development driven by subjective experience (Marklund 
et al. 2019, 192–95).

According to VgDs, game development requires very flexible pro-
cesses, room for collaboration, and an openness to change (Hagen 2012; 
Hodgson and Briand 2013; Hotho and Champion 2011; Kirkpatrick 2013; 
Lê, Massé, and Paris 2013; Llerena, Burger-Helmchen, and Cohendet 
2009; Musial, Kauppinen, and Puhakka 2015; O’Donnell 2014; Tschang 
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and Szczypula 2006). This preference of developers often clashes with 
the standardization practices of big studios described above:

As companies develop more complex hierarchies of stakeholders 
and staff, the desired flexibility and autonomy of game develop-
ment becomes increasingly complicated to maintain, and often ne-
cessitates more formalized management processes and company 
structures. In these cases, the inherent tensions of game develop-
ment become more pronounced, and continuous creativity is hard 
to maintain due to a growing need to formalize processes (Mark-
lund et al. 2019, 179).

To plan the “unplannable,” the discipline of project management 
makes use of different methods, such as the Agile programming method, 
which encourages multiple project phases and continuous improvement, 
to gain some control over the chaos. Though many software projects 
formally rely on Agile development philosophy, game developers apply 
development methods differently from how they are prescribed (Chung 
and Kwon 2020; Kasurinen, Laine, and Smolander 2013; Kasurinen and 
Smolander 2014; Lê, Massé, and Paris 2013; Murphy-Hill, Zimmermann, 
and Nagappan 2014; O’Hagan and O’Connor 2015; Schmalz, Finn, and 
Taylor 2014; Stacey and Nandhakumar 2008; Walfisz, Zackariasson, and 
Wilson 2006; Zackariasson, Walfisz, and Wilson 2006). Agile, Scrum, 
and Extreme Programming methods are applied in an unorthodox 
manner compared to the “regular” software industry and this gives rise 
to conflicts between programming teams, who tend to support and pro-
mote these methods, and artists. In the words of one programmer: “We 
have a problem because the artists aren’t Agile. They detest it! … That’s 
a problem. There’s a dual system happening here” (Hodgson and Briand 
2013, 320).

While “Agile” is a term often used as a synonym for flexibility, it re-
mains questionable whether it is actually an apt description of the de-
velopment model used in game projects (Hodgson and Briand 2013; 
Murphy-Hill, Zimmermann, and Nagappan 2014; Schmalz, Finn, and 
Taylor 2014; Stacey and Nandhakumar 2008). Developers’ reasons for 
deviating from established project management and software engineer-
ing methods mainly stem from the focus on player experience (Murphy- 
Hill, Zimmermann, and Nagappan 2014; Walfisz, Zackariasson, and Wil-
son 2006; Wang and Nordmark 2015), instead of reliability or efficiency 
(Hodgson and Briand 2013). In other words, the project management 
tools used to control uncertainty are not universally accepted as helpful 
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devices in game development, unlike environments in which aesthetic 
goals and the “fun factor” are less important.

Interpersonal relationships in teamwork and the interplay between 
ideas and the technology used to realize them are important contributors 
to constant change over the course of a project’s ideation (Lê, Massé, and 
Paris 2013; O’Donnell 2014, 41; Stacey and Nandhakumar 2008, 2009; 
Tschang and Szczypula 2006; Wang and Nordmark 2015). Innovative 
technological possibilities, as well as their limitations and “bugs,” can 
give rise to new game concepts through a non-linear process (Marklund 
et al. 2019, 188; O’Donnell 2014, 41).

The testing of a game may also lead to the identification of new ideas 
that were impossible to foresee at an early ideation stage (Marklund et al. 
2019, 189). Moreover, the testing phase is tightly connected to the goal of 
“player experience” and provides information about the “fun factor,” so 
play-testing has a central role in all phases of game development. Ultim-
ately, final decisions are made after testing (Kasurinen and Smolander 
2014):

If a tester comes to say that this does not work, there is no fun in it, 
you really cannot leave that in the game, you have to fix it. (Kasur-
inen, Laine, and Smolander 2013, 14)

The game experience rules. [If it fails] change is imperative. (Wal-
fisz, Zackariasson, and Wilson 2006, 492)

Since it is difficult to clearly identify which features will ultimately 
result in the desired player experience, game developers often remain 
open to new ideas late into the production process (Petrillo et al. 2009). 
The main downside of this open-ended ideation is the high risk of “fea-
ture or scope creep,” in which changes are allowed during all stages of 
production and project requirements increase during development be-
yond those originally foreseen. This is a pervasive risk more present in 
game development than in generic software development (Wang and 
Nordmark 2015; O’Donnell 2014).

In essence, requirements in game development are determined by 
end-results. They are a great source of uncertainty, since they are known 
to be highly subjective and reliant on “informed guesses” (Alves, Ra-
malho, and Damasceno 2007; Kasurinen, Maglyas, and Smolander 2014; 
Murphy-Hill, Zimmermann, and Nagappan 2014; O’Hagan and O’Con-
nor 2015), and are unpredictable (Kasurinen, Maglyas, and Smolander 
2014; Tran and Biddle 2008) and flexible (Daneva 2014; Schmalz, Finn, 
and Taylor 2014). All this makes for a perilous combination. Other than 
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with a few specific areas in game development (like software architec-
ture) in which requirements are presented as a list of fixed, objective, ne-
cessary goals that developers need to accomplish, elements related to the 
appreciation of the fun factor distinguish game requirements from other 
software development practices (Alves, Ramalho, and Damasceno 2007; 
McAllister and White 2015; Myllärniemi, Raatikainen, and Männistö 
2006; Stacey, Brown, and Nandhakumar 2007; Wang and Nordmark 
2015). VgDs who have also had other software development experience 
assert that there are few, if any, transferable requirements from one 
game to the next (Murphy-Hill et al. 2014; Wang and Nordmark 2015).

Overall, reconciling multiple requirements can necessitate difficult 
and painful arbitration. Yet, game development teams do not always par-
ticipate in this arbitration. We will explain below how their involvement 
in decision-making varies among studios and projects.

Risk of Failure and the Value Chain

The risk of failure, first and foremost the financial risk, is particularly 
great in game projects, since it is difficult to predict the commercial 
success of a game, as well as the time, means, and resources required 
for its production. Industry commentators have made the following 
observations:

1 10 percent of published games generate 90 percent of revenue 
(Dyer-Witheford and Sharman 2005).

2 Only 3 percent of PC games and 15 percent of console games 
have global sales of US$100,000 or more a year, and even 
this level is insufficient to make high-budget titles profitable 
(Laramee 2005).

3 The movie industry’s rule of thumb is that just two out of 
10 movies make a profit. Videogame executives say their 
industry now has about the same batting average. A game that 
costs US$10 million to produce—the industry average—and 
another $10 million to market must sell a lot more units to make 
money than games made in the late 1990s, when the average 
production budget was closer to $3 million. At the videogame 
publisher Activision, 40 percent of publishing revenue [in 2003] 
came from two sets of games (Nussenbaum 2004).

4 It can take a team of fifty or more developers between one and 
three years to produce a title on a budget between US$20 and 
$100 million—and most games sink without a trace (de Peuter 
2012, 83).
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5 Only one in twenty-five console games are profitable, and the 
top twenty games bring in 80 percent of industry revenues 
(Whitson 2013, 123).

We have seen in Chapter 2 that the triple constraint posed by the budget, 
deadline, and scope of the order is crucial because missing a deadline, 
exceeding a budget, or failing to fulfill a client’s objectives entails large fi-
nancial and reputational penalties for the studio. These three conditions 
are the mandatory evaluation criteria that generally spell success or fail-
ure for a project.

As the risk of failure is very high in the VgI, few funders are amenable 
to supporting game projects, and they set up strict funding frameworks to 
mitigate uncertainty and commercial risk. Funding providers also trans-
fer part of the risk down the logistical value chain. Game development 
studios play the dependent part in the chain, as roughly summarized:

•	 Hardware	and	software	distribution	includes	providers	of	the	
underlying platform, which may be console-based or accessed 
through mobile devices (that is, smart phones) or software 
platforms (for example, iOS store, Google Play, or Steam). This 
is the most concentrated of all groups in the chain, with three 
dominant firms: Sony with its PlayStation, Nintendo with its 
Switch, and Microsoft with its Xbox. Asia is the primary site for 
manufacturing hardware, but also plays a role in the software 
business and creation of IP, mostly in South Korea, China, and 
Singapore (Bulut 2020a, 15; Huntemann and Aslinger 2013).

•	 Production	tools	include	game	development	middleware	(soft-
ware that allows different applications to communicate with 
each other), customizable game engines or authoring tools (e.g., 
Unity and Unreal), and management tools.

•	 Capital	funding	and	publishing	involves	paying	for	the	develop-
ment of new titles and seeking returns through licensing of the 
titles. This is also a very concentrated group. Some publishers 
have in-house development studios: “Publishers, sometimes 
overlapping in ownership with console manufacturers, are the 
fulcrum of power in the value chain, due to their control of IP 
and their financing increasingly costly games development” 
(Thompson, Parker, and Cox 2016, 322). The VgI is, indeed, 
highly concerned with controlling piracy, as is the software 
industry more broadly (Nichols 2005). 

•	 Development	studios	of	any	size	include	developers,	design-
ers, and artists, who may be working independently or under 
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piecemeal contracts with publishers or platform owners, as sub-
sidiaries of publishers or platform owners, or as part of in-house 
development teams. This is the largest and most diffuse group. 
The United States and Canada (60 percent), Europe (20 per-
cent), and Japan (Asia represents 8 percent) host the main 
actors in game development (Bulut 2020a, 15; Clement 2019), 
though the contributions of other countries are being increas-
ingly recognized (Kerr 2017; Huntemann and Aslinger 2013). 

•	 Distribution	is	involved	in	generating	and	marketing	catalogues	
of games for retail in physical and online outlets (de Peuter 
2012). They are often involved in film distribution as well 
(Nichols 2005).

There is complex competition for value capture among console manu-
facturers, publishers, development studios, and retailers (Johns 2006). 
Because of their position in the value chain, studios are generally con-
demned to remain dependent in the uneven distribution of power:

Here what must be highlighted is the nature of the relationship 
between developers and publishers. Developers generally create 
games under contract to publishers. Publishers include the console 
makers—Microsoft, Nintendo, Sony—as well as third-party com-
panies—such as Capcom, EA, THQ, and Take Two—that usually 
operate in-house studios and also hire outside studios on a project- 
by-project basis to make games for their label. The power rela-
tionship between developers and publishers is uneven. Publishers 
finance game development, exercise control over the decisions 
about which games get made, and market the end product. This 
asymmetrical arrangement is often justified on the grounds that 
console game creation is pricey, and risky. … Typically, a developer 
receives incremental payments from a publisher as development 
milestones are reached. Being economically dependent in this way 
can be quite precarious, as developers are beholden to publishers 
that can technically pull the plug on a development project at any 
time. (de Peuter 2012, 83)

In this regard, publishing companies and global hardware produ-
cers … have power over essential resources and entry barriers … 
for example financing development staff and controlling access 
to technical systems in the case of licence fees for certain con-
sole types. The Global Value Chain approach … highlights the de-
velopment studios’ lack of bargaining power in relation to that of 



46 COntext

publishers and the standard-setting capacity of international hard-
ware producers. (Teipen 2015, 315)

Among studios, independent development studios are therefore high- 
ly dependent actors (Thompson, Parker, and Cox 2016, 329). Ultimately, 
many independent studios are acquired by US publishers or close down 
(Nichols 2013). Data across the International Game Developers Associ-
ation (IgDA) surveys shows a dearth of mid-sized studios because viable 
independent studios are often snatched up by larger players for their 
valuable IP (see Nieborg 2021, for the illustrative case of Activision Bliz-
zard, and Nieborg and de Kloet 2016, on the European indie scene).

Games and gaming may be a booming business, but this does not mean 
its workforce is protected from employment insecurity. Of the varied 
manifestations of precariousness, the most severe are unpredictable con-
tracts and job losses (Bulut 2020a, 144). A console game that fails in the 
market can lead to a shutdown for a studio whose fate hangs on a single 
project, or a massive layoff in a big studio. One industry observer counted 
ninety-nine shutdowns internationally between 2006 and 2012—a non- 
exhaustive list (Plunkett 2012).

We have seen in Chapter 2 the overwhelming influence of the client on 
the day-to-day organization of work in projects. In the VgI, the concept 
of the “client” of a studio’s game project can be broken down into many 
roles:

1 the entity providing capital for the project (financier, investor, 
or funder)

2 the entity owning the IP used in the project (licensor)
3 the entity distributing the game in electronic and/or physical 

form (publisher)
4 the entity owning the platform on which the game will be 

released (e.g., Facebook for Facebook Gaming or the Oculus VR 
(virtual reality) console, Apple for iOS devices, Valve for Steam, 
and Microsoft for the Xbox game console and Xbox Live) (plat-
form owner)

Historically, even when more than one stakeholder is involved, pub-
lishers have been the ones in relationship with studios, whether in-
dependent or dependent. In the new context of casual and mobile game 
development, there may be a growing division among these roles and a 
lessening of publisher dominance in favour of the distribution platform as 
the important intermediary (Kerr 2017), but this shift is seen far less in the 
development of bigger games and console games. In these, the publisher 
is the funding provider, the distributor, and the owner of the IP. Despite 
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the early phase of “garage inventiveness” (Kline, Dyer-Witheford, and de 
Peuter 2003, 81) and the more recently perceived heyday of independent 
studios, the game industry has shown the same tendency toward consoli-
dation of corporate wealth and power as other cultural industries (Nie-
borg 2021). A case in point is the recent acquisitions made by Microsoft. 
In March 2021 the company acquired ZeniMax Media and its successful 
game publisher Bethesda Softworks (Warren 2021), and in January 2022 
Microsoft announced its acquisition of the publisher Activision Blizzard 
(Chalk 2022). This latter move represents a consolidation of the fourth 
and sixth largest game companies by revenue (Strickland 2020) and has 
solidified Microsoft as a global game powerhouse.

In fact, the political economy of games combines the revenue model of 
TV with new media economics. Giant console producers “sell consoles 
at or below cost … but make money on the software thanks to their dom-
inance in the market and the proprietary nature of game platforms they 
produce.” They put “money in the software that is played on the hard-
ware” because “the political economy of video games is platform depend-
ent,” which is different from movies, for instance (Bulut 2020a, 21, taking 
up Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009). This means a great deal in terms 
of the power relationship between console producers and studios. When 
the publisher is a publicly listed company whose ownership is organized 
via shares of stock traded on stock exchange markets, it has easy access 
to financial markets but is also accountable to shareholders. This means 
that the publisher can impose some scheduling limits and genre selec-
tion on projects (Bulut 2020a, 68–72) and shape a game’s form, format, 
and publishing flow (Nieborg 2021).

Two typical scenarios frame this action. In one, publishers order the 
development of a precise (and predefined) game. In the other, publishers 
shop for ongoing game development projects. They may offer to fund 
some through development, often buying the IP in the bargaining pro-
cess, or simply buy the IP rights of nearly completed game projects. In 
some instances, a publisher may buy a studio with promising IP outright 
and run it as a subsidiary or independent business unit (Nichols 2013; 
Nieborg 2021; Warren 2021). Publishers fund projects with the income 
they derive from selling platforms, owning game IP rights, and licensing 
their use in exchange for royalties or from specific sources adapted to the 
risk level, like the stock market (Teipen 2015, 324).

There are roughly three principal financing models of studios in the 
industry. Firstly, in-house financing is when large multinational hard-
ware producers or publishers run their own development studios (first- 
or second-party studios). This is illustrated in the Nintendo and Ubisoft 
cases, respectively. Asked about the funding of their projects in the 2021 
Game Developers Conference (gDC) State of the Game Industry survey, 
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51 percent of developers said that their funding came at least in part from 
the “company’s existing funds” (gDC 2021, 9; respondents could choose 
more than one answer).

Secondly, publishers can finance the projects of independent develop-
ment studios on a contractual basis and combine financing, production, 
distribution, and marketing functions (known as “third-party studios”). 
Multinational console producers, such as Sony, illustrate this type of 
scenario. They foster medium-sized studios and maintain enduring re-
lationships with them. According to the 2021 gDC survey, 17 percent of 
game developers said that their projects were funded by an external pub-
lisher and 6 percent said that they received funding from a videogame 
platform holder (e.g., Apple Arcade, Xbox Game Pass) (gDC 2021, 9). 
This fits with the responses to a separate question on the 2020 gDC sur-
vey in which 26 percent of respondents said that they were using the ser-
vices of a publisher; indeed, 19 percent said the publisher “has paid us an 
advance and takes a percentage of revenue” and 7 percent said that the 
publisher “has not paid us an advance but takes a percentage of revenue” 
(gDC 2020, 14). Publishers can also finance the projects of independent 
development studios that struggle to make ends meet. Such studios aim 
to meet funding providers at special events, such as trade fairs. Produ-
cers looking for funding promote their games-in-the-making with short 
pitches. The most fortunate will get “money and service” contracts, which 
means part of the payment is “in kind” (for example, through skills and 
expertise, translation services, or IT services). In doing so, funders are 
able to participate in the development process and garner appreciation 
when they contribute know-how. Studios can get some funds to finish 
their games but will often have to sell the IP to the publisher. As Nieborg 
(2021, 186) outlined, publishers exert their dominance because they have 
unique access to four essential assets: “1) a large portfolio of content that 
can be used to cross-promote content; 2) superior marketing skills and 
assets; 3) a good relationship with game platforms; and 4) having a good 
track record or reputation.”

Even though they are not official venture capital providers, publishers 
“behave like givers of risk capital” (Teipen 2015). This means that pub-
lishers make sure to play an influential role in game development studios 
to “limit the damage.” The following excerpt illustrates the precarious-
ness of independent studios:

[Under a model in which publishers finance “the projects of in-
dependent development studios that struggle to make ends meet,” 
above], it is typical that the studios first develop a self-financed 
“developer demo” and then present it to a publisher. For major 
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productions, development studios must finance 20% of their costs 
in advance. Publishers can issue “letters of intent” without obliga-
tion for the pre-production phases, providing financial security for 
three months of development time, for example. This intent does 
not, however, promise long-term financing of a game, until the date 
of completion. As a rule, after four to five months of development 
time, when the initial prototype is finished, the studio can only re-
ceive a commitment of this nature for a big console game. … De-
velopment studios usually receive payments at three points during 
the process: initially, once the prototype is developed, then in the 
middle of development, if intermediate results are submitted, and 
finally at the end, once the product is delivered. In addition, many 
contracts guarantee publishers an extensive co-decision power 
on game production, culminating in “direct involvement” in per-
sonnel decisions. Developer studios bear both the risks of unfore-
seeable tasks and the costs for any late delivery of products. The 
development firms’ powerlessness leads to unfavourable contrac-
tual terms in the relationship between publishers and developers 
in this sector. Contracts are said to be a “farce”; as a consequence 
of their weak financial situation, independent developer studios 
stated that they have no choice but to sign on the dotted line. If the 
publisher decides to finance a production, independent developers 
usually receive 20% of the sum yielded from a game (Teipen 2015, 
319–20).

Less fortunate others will get an invitation to submit the game when it 
is ready to sell, which may be the start of a path leading to the purchase 
of the studio. These are the many ways that lead to a concentration of 
means in the hands of the “majors”:

Vanedge Capital is an investment fund that steers capital, or 
money in search of money, to studios working on promising pro-
jects. … Headquartered in BC with an office in Shanghai, Vanedge 
taps global investors capable of putting in a minimum of $2 million 
CAD. Its model is straightforward: finance game firms “with the 
expectation that we’re going to sell them” (and hence be absorbed 
by conglomerates) “or have them go public” (and hence be listed on 
a stock exchange open to international participation). (de Peuter 
2012, 84)

Thirdly, there is independent financing. This is the rare case in which 
development studios can obtain (or seek) financing without resorting 
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to publishers. Neither banks nor venture capital firms invest money in 
independent videogame start-ups that lack institutional support. Game 
start-ups opt for projects with smaller budgets and are financed mainly 
by personal investment, government grants or subsidies, crowdfunding, 
and/or single investors (Teipen 2015, 319–23; Woodcock 2016, 136; see 
also Chapter 8). Again, according to the 2020 gDC survey, 31 percent of 
game developers used “personal funds” to support their projects, 11 per-
cent said they received funding from government funds, 10 percent used 
formal venture capital, 8 percent had “angel investors,”2 6 percent used 
crowdfunding platforms, and 3 percent received Alpha funding (pre- 
release purchases by consumers) (gDC 2020, 15). All in, 50 percent of 
respondents to the gDC survey used independent financing in full or in 
part to support their games.

On smaller projects, game makers often wear multiple hats. A single 
person can run a game studio as company co-owner, publisher, designer, 
and artist, and take on the roles of producer (Whitson, Simon, and Par-
ker 2021). These game projects are more likely to be organically organ-
ized and exhibit less of a division of tasks and roles. These independent 
studios bear the entire risk in the case of failure, but if the game becomes 
a commercial success, the studio will receive purchase offers:

The key shift in less complex casual games for mobile phones has 
created new opportunities for small developers. Developers can 
now upload their games onto retail sites such as the Apple App 
store, without the involvement of a publisher. This reduces bar-
riers to entry associated with cost and reputation and, therefore, 
the dependence of developers on publishers. However, here de-
velopers assume all the risk of development in the competitive 
market for mobile devices. The heavy concentration in the retail 
and phone markets has ensured that developers bear the costs of 
developing the vast bulk of games that never succeed in the online 
market. (Thompson, Parker, and Cox 2016, 331)

Providing and controlling developers’ access to financing is an essen-
tial part of publishers’ business strategies for maintaining their domin-
ant position in the value chain, but it is insufficient. Licensing is another 
part of the funder’s protection against risk, because the production cost is 
very high and the reproduction cost could be very low in technical terms. 

2. An “angel investor” is a private investor who provides financial backing for small startup, 
typically in exchange for ownership equity; they can often be found among an entrepre-
neur’s family and friends to help the business get off the ground or to provide an injection to 
carry the company through its difficult early stages.
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Licensing limits the use of the property of each game to its IP owner and 
serves to artificially create scarcity in the market (Kerr 2017, 5–6).

In the first and second financing models (in-house financing and pub-
lishers financing the projects of independent development studios), 
each game development project is the object of an agreement between 
a client and a studio. Even in the first scenario in which entities have a  
dual publisher-developer status, each game is an individually funded 
project managed as an independent business unit by corporate head-
quarters. Many short- or medium-term contracts may overlap in a sin-
gle development studio. The funding contract includes a high degree of 
publisher surveillance over daily progress. However, despite the influ-
ence the publisher has over working conditions, they are not the legal 
employer and would not be part of any typical bargaining process. When 
confronted with workers’ requests, claims, or complaints, a studio man-
ager will regularly put the publisher’s conditions forward as an obstacle 
to any alternative course of action and claim their own helplessness. In-
deed, project-based workers are often told that “such is the tightly com-
petitive market,” “the client won’t be back if they are not satisfied,” and 
so on. Producers and team leads often refer to the wishes and constraints 
handed down from publishers or “corporate headquarters” as the real 
source of management decisions, including HRm decisions.

Therefore, managerial discretion is decoupled from perceived worker 
outcomes and workplace dissatisfaction is not attributed to employer 
actions (Legault and Weststar 2015b). VgDs often share the view that 
their legal employer is not an autonomous actor in HRm decisions, and 
that the publisher is a very powerful one. Indeed, more than sharehold-
ers having their say in general management decisions, publishers are 
able to have their say in the day-to-day management of projects.

The Funder’s Protection: Client Control over the 
Development Process

In any project-based organization, the daily work routine is focused on 
the client’s satisfaction, which occupies a central place in the statements 
and concerns voiced by both management and workers (Anderson-
Gough, Grey, and Robson 2000; Singh and Vinnicombe 2000; see also 
Chapter 2). This makes the client an omnipresent figure, though invis-
ible to workers. We see this clearly in game development through the 
mechanism of precise project milestones.

To avoid assuming the risk of loss, investors allocate funding over a 
series of steps (milestones), thereby attaching conditions to each new 
provision of capital. As such, “Staged capital infusion keeps the owner/
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manager on a ‘tight leash’ and reduces potential losses from bad deci-
sions” (Gompers and Lerner 2001, 155). The game development process 
is broken into milestones and requirements are established which must 
be fulfilled within a certain number of months. The parties take stock 
of the progress made at each checkpoint. Producers are responsible for 
delivering the product as agreed and (if needed) negotiating with the 
publisher.

To begin a project, the publishers provide an in-house or external stu-
dio with a limited sum, constituting an advance against royalties (after 
costs are recouped). This sum is restricted to the loss that the investor is 
willing to cover. The development team must start the project with this 
sum and use it to accomplish some of the work described in the require-
ments contract. This confines the studio to its “iron triangle,” allocated 
within this “closed budget envelope.” The team is constantly threatened 
with the possibility of a funding interruption and studios enjoy little bar-
gaining power:

Developer firms can normally cover their costs during the pro-
duction period, but nothing remains after that point—unless they 
can produce a highly successful market hit. Therefore, the studios’ 
ability to finance a development team for the next game from the 
earnings from the previous one is contingent on success. This con-
tingency leads us to our main observation: independent develop-
ment studios are the weakest links in the traditional value chain, 
and they carry the greatest risks. … Because of the strong power 
asymmetry between publishers and independent development 
studios … switching studios costs the publishers very little. (Teipen 
2015, 320–21)

Developers in independent game studios may dream of being acquired 
by a large international publisher to achieve some financial stability 
(Bulut 2020a). These publishers have greater access to markets, offer-
ing more assurance of at least some commercial success. This allows for 
bigger budgets up front and more human resource availability (Teipen 
2015, 320). However, they give up creative autonomy; game projects are 
“ordered,” and in-house or subsidiary studios are not free to develop 
their own:

On the upside, the acquired studios “gain access to their parents’ 
deeper pockets,” but this comes at the cost of “a degree of control” 
when the seat of decision-making power shifts (de Peuter 2012, 84, 
quoting Hon 2009).
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In a telling case study of an acquired studio, Bulut (2020a, 149–50) 
shows this loss of control while also demonstrating that financial secur-
ity is not guaranteed in these arrangements:

To improve the financial standing of the company, [the publisher/
parent company] was constantly thinking about how they could 
boost stock prices and provide more cash flow. The master plan 
relied on [the studio] to produce an expansion game as part of 
their biggest franchise, sell it at a cheaper price, remain the focus 
of attention, and hopefully provide cash for the parent company. 
… The smaller team in charge of the expansion game initially 
thought: “Shit, nobody is gonna buy this.” The developers felt like 
the project was forced upon them. Moreover, when publicly traded 
companies want to meet specific deadlines to prove growth for 
the investors and the public, they might force their studios to re-
lease games at an earlier time when the developers are not ready 
or comfortable doing so. In this sense, the requirements dictated 
by the parent company can be a major source of frustration and 
lead to crunch periods for developers. … Stocks present an existen-
tial source of anxiety because the very interface on the developers’ 
computers—used for internal communication in the studio—dis-
plays the stock ticker of the parent company and other major pub-
lishers in the game market. That visual presence of the financial 
performance of [the parent company] becomes both a warning sign 
and a disciplinary mechanism.

To avoid conflicts, lost time, and disappointment, the requirements for 
the milestones should, ideally, be realistic and precise. However, it is 
hard to strike a balance in an uncertain environment. If a client is too 
precise, the requirements could turn out to be unattainable or counter-
productive. Yet, requirements that are ambiguous enough to accommo-
date uncertainty can leave room for interpretation and conflict (Bulut 
2020a 18; Rollings and Morris 2004, 294–307).

Reconciling multiple requirements is a delicate art in game develop-
ment, but the role that development teams play in this varies among 
studios and projects. As capital providers attempt to reduce uncertainty, 
they tighten up supervisory procedures (Deuze, Chase Bowen, and Allen 
2007, 350). VgDs often chafe against the limits of creative autonomy 
imposed in this context: “Production processes have shifted from one- 
person craftsmanship to an intricate division of labour” (Izushi and 
Aoyama 2006, 1,846), in which “workers fulfil narrowly defined roles 
within a hierarchical production pipeline” (Deuze, Chase Bowen, and 
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Allen 2007, 342) and are subject to “regular interventions from senior 
management and also to the persistence of an emphatically hierarchical 
division of decision-making” (Hodgson and Briand 2013, 309). As an out-
come, “the nature of this interaction between the often more creatively 
concerned developers and the revenue driven publishers reveals a key 
tension apparent in the video games industry” (Johns 2006, 165). A de-
veloper interviewed in Johns’ survey bluntly says: “We only deal with 
them because we have to” (Johns 2006, 165).

Funders also try to reduce uncertainty by emphasizing a flexible and 
comprehensive early stage of game production (Cohendet and Simon 
2007; Schmalz, Finn, and Taylor 2014), followed by a severe screening 
and elimination process. They allow several potential products through 
the ideation and pre-production phases and employ early and frequent 
play-testing of these prototypes to determine which will ultimately go 
into production, shedding the riskiest projects before too much is in-
vested in them (Schmalz, Finn, and Taylor 2014). However, this strategy 
still comes at considerable cost, and it remains fallible. Even after this 
first screening, saved projects remain risky ventures.

Funders also shield themselves from risk and make the production 
process more predictable by favouring a franchise model, or a series of 
related games (Bulut 2020a, 38; Kerr 2017, 5–6; O’Donnell 2014, 20–21). 
Sequels and franchises rely on the past success or proven model of a 
game or film (Kirkpatrick 2013; Nussenbaum 2004) and allow for the 
use of more precise, formalized requirements. Technical requirements 
seem to become more explicit and static in these cases (Cohendet and 
Simon 2007; Hodgson and Briand 2013; Walfisz, Zackariasson, and Wil-
son 2006). Any games released on major hardware-specific platforms 
also need to adhere to rigorous lists of requirements for performance, 
compatibility, and usability. This contributes to the monopolistic power 
of developers who are able to meet these standards.

Publishers are also moving to a games-as-a-service or “live games” 
model to reduce market risk. Players pay as they go, and interest in a 
game title is maintained for a longer period through periodic releases of 
new downloadable live content. In this way publishers can extract rent 
from their existing assets through revenues from a stable and dedicated 
player base without having to invest in an entirely new game (Dubois 
and Weststar 2021):

While video game companies used to make dozens of games a year 
in the hopes of striking gold once or twice, they are now focused on 
making a few big hits that will keep players coming back for more 
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… That’s led companies to consolidate operations and shut down 
some studios. Electronic Arts, for example, used to have 49 titles; 
it’s now down to around 10. (Semuels 2019, n.p.)

When an independent studio is acquired by a publisher, it usually means 
abandoning the cherished model of (the aforementioned) “flexible pro-
cesses, room for collaboration, and an openness to change” until “late 
into the production process.” Rather, it entails taking a first step in a 
“rationalizing” process that emphasizes a new financial approach. Here, 
creativity and developers’ input are streamlined to mitigate market risks 
and align production with commercial mandates (O’Donnell 2014, 65). In 
this vein, one of our interview respondents voiced frustration regarding 
last-minute important changes in a game’s plot: 

 Finding out that someone has added an animation to make one 
of the female characters do something that is sexually suggestive 
and I only find out when I play the game, and especially when I 
wrote that character, it’s very upsetting … [many elements] don’t 
get in until right before it goes gold, and then it just goes to the 
publisher and no one thinks about it and I’m playing the game six 
months later and I go, “Why did she do that? That is ridiculous, 
that is completely at odds with her character, I can’t believe … Did 
you not listen to the dialogue, did you not read the character bio? 
Do you not know the story? She would not do that, it is not about 
that.” (F-12-20-m-E-03-12-13-16-02)

While gaining some funding stability and comfort, the newly integrated 
labour force is “at the mercy of financial networks, marketing schemes 
and investment plans” that are black-boxed and over which they have 
no control (Bulut 2020a, 4–5). The property transfer is usually a dichot-
omous experience for developers, described as “a contradictory drama of 
expropriation” grounded in “antagonistic imperatives” between creative 
workers and publishers, entailing clashes between creativity and mar-
keting when developers’ desire for experimentation collides with corpor-
ate demands (Huws 2014, 53–58).

Project-Based Organizations Illustrate the Essence of the 
Financialized Workplace

We have seen that game-making projects are uncertain and the VgI 
is a highly competitive environment. We have also seen that capital 
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providers seek to gain control over this risky cocktail by setting precise 
requirements, arranging regular milestone meetings to take stock of 
progress, and withdrawing their funding when targeted requirements 
are not fulfilled.

In this, project-based organizations are a perfect example of the pro-
cess of financialization of the economy. Financialization involves a 
cluster of changes to corporate ownership and governance due to the 
deregulation of financial systems in many advanced capitalist countries 
since the 1980s. Within this context, states have pursued financial sec-
tor liberalization and global integration as an engine of economic growth 
in its own right (Crotty 2005; Durand 2017; Helleiner 1995; Lapavitsas 
2014). To that end, financial corporations designed as external centres for 
decision-making are superimposed on organizations that they either buy 
outright or in which they invest via short-term contracts or agreements, 
the renewal of which is subject to short-term returns criteria (L’Italien 
2012). These short-term contracts entail a constant threat of withdrawal 
of the stakeholders’ capital and, consequently, make the payment of 
dividends the prevailing factor in organizational decisions, instead of 
investment in production and employment (Appelbaum and Batt 2015; 
Auvray, Dallery, and Rigot 2016).

The pursuit of short-term returns can affect the management of the 
financialized organization in two different ways. First, equity investors 
take a strategic place along the decision-making chain to ensure the rep-
resentation of their interests. In exercising their own interests, these 
investors can modify the managers’ compensation policy to align with 
dividend yield to make sure management decisions follow any desired 
rationale (Auvray, Dallery, and Rigot 2016; Favereau 2016). Second, in 
the alternative scenario of ownership by an external corporation, finan-
cial management and decision-making become oriented toward optimal 
financial valuation operations—that is, share value instead of the general 
economic health of the owned corporation (L’Italien 2012).

To ensure optimal financial valuation, firms attempt to reduce the 
risk of negative return on investment and financial loss. This implies 
that production costs must be kept under control. Equity investors often 
seek immediate returns and financial stakeholders request management 
strategies that reduce labour costs and distribute cost-savings back to 
them (Kollmeyer and Peters 2018, 2). Since investors can end funding 
when an enterprise or a project does not provide a positive return on 
their investment, managers who need this funding comply with invest-
ors’ demands (Dumenil and Levy 2005).

Project-based knowledge work is labour intensive. Labour constitutes 
between 70 and 90 percent of game development costs. Studios, espe-
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cially small ones, seek ways to scale this down, as they depend on pub-
lisher contracts (Teipen 2015, 318):

This cognitive labour is, however, a costly commodity. With indus-
try salaries in Canada in the range of $70–$80,000, payroll is a stu-
dio’s single greatest expense. It is not surprising that the tax credits 
for which industry has lobbied mostly apply to labour budgets. (de 
Peuter 2012, 86)

In its inexorable search for greater returns for financial stakeholders, 
funding capital is highly mobile so as to be immediately responsive to 
diverse incentives. This is the case of any industry like the VgI that has 
limited fixed infrastructures and is based on knowledge and IT (de Peu-
ter 2012). Investors are sensitive to many environmental factors, such  
as the cost of the relevant labour force, and financial advantages, such as 
tax laws. In Canada, for instance, tax credits in the digital media industry 
can help cut labour costs and fuel rapid industry development in a region 
(see Chapter 8). Studios chase these incentives, and the consequences of 
“forced mobility” have been considerable in Canada:

Significantly, some of the new studios springing up in Vancou-
ver are responding to a risky market by substituting short-term, 
project-based contract workers for the long-term studio employee, 
… thereby making precarious employment a more formal part of 
the business model of game development. Some insiders antici-
pate the game sector moving to a freelance labour economy like 
that of film production. … This model becomes more feasible as the 
“wealth of talent” grows. (de Peuter 2012, 87)

In this context of financialization, studio managers and producers are 
cast in the subcontractor or franchisee role in a “fissured workplace” 
scenario (Weil 2014). Weil depicts a scenario in which big business 
groups (for instance, Apple or Walmart) subcontract segments of pro-
duction (for instance, to Foxconn) to break the legal employment chain 
between employment-relations actors. The contractor funds the process 
and exercises considerable control over production but is disengaged 
from the employment relationship. Employment relations are pushed 
onto the subsidiary organization (subcontractor or franchisee), which 
must employ or deploy labour to provide the product according to the 
contractor’s strictly defined performance standards. Subsidiary organiz-
ations operate under tight margins and strict guidelines that make poor 
pay and working conditions a precondition to solvency.
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In a similar process, financialized activity sectors are divided between 
capital providers and subsidiaries to form networked organizations. The 
former disengage from employment relationships and turn to a network 
of small businesses for production. Game studios are like franchisees 
in this scenario, as their room for manoeuvre is strictly curtailed (Weil 
2014, 174–81). This plays a strategic regulating role in working conditions 
and employment relationships. For instance, the funding mode of an ad-
vance on royalties used in the VgI is like the royalty/fee system in force 
in retail franchising systems. These systems “make it nearly impossible 
for a franchise to be profitable without cutting corners in meeting the 
minimum legislative standards” (O’Brady 2014, 656). Weil “integrates the 
labour problems associated with subcontracting, franchising, and supply 
chain management into a cohesive framework” (O’Brady 2014, 656).

An All-Encompassing Flexibility of Employment

As an unavoidable consequence of all we have discussed, we will see 
in this book that employment in game development—as much as the 
daily schedule—can be nothing other than “flexible.” In other words, the 
employment relationships, as well as the working time (see Chapter 9), 
show great variability. Staff varies in quantity and nature, employment 
relationships can be interrupted on short notice, and crunch-time work 
can be demanded at the last minute. The project-based structure of the 
industry also poses a high risk of layoffs and firing (see Chapter 5).

Thus, job stability is not uniformly sought after in the industry. Indeed, 
some VgDs do not want it, as long as they have general employment sta-
bility in their trade. Large or AAA studios tend to offer greater stability 
than small- to medium-sized studios, but it is not guaranteed:

 Of course, there are things that turn me off in big studios. But, on 
the contrary, there are things I appreciate, like stability, although 
big studios sometimes close down … Small start-ups have really 
super cool features I love, but stability in big studios attracts me. … 
As I’m 31 and I want kids at a certain point, I have to get some 
stable compensation. (F-05-08-19-m-g-21-10-13-13-19-15-JL)

In reality, some will get stability while others will not, and it can come 
and go. VgDs can be let go in a context of layoffs, but they may also wish 
for a change, for stimulation or to learn new skills (Peticca-Harris, West-
star, and McKenna 2015; Weststar and Legault 2014). Ter Minassian and 
Zabban (2021, 71) classify four dominant types of job mobility among 
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French game makers: “going elsewhere; going foreign; going indie; and 
getting out,” and note that game makers can experience all four over the 
course of a career. Losing your job has many different meanings. It may 
be an unforeseen and unfortunate experience following a firing, a lay-
off, or a closure, but it can also be the result of a developer’s decision to 
move to a better position. The industry sees a high degree of turnover as 
workers move in and out of paid employment; shift across projects and 
studios; try their hand at different employment forms, such as contract 
work or self-employment; or leave for other lines of work. The ability 
to navigate geographical, intra-sectoral, and extra-sectoral mobility is es-
sential to staying in the sector (Ter Minassian and Zabban 2021, 77). We 
will discuss employability and training more in Chapters 5 and 6.

Developers have been socialized to operate on a very short time hori-
zon, and to think that being around for “five years or so” represents sta-
bility. Most are well aware of their employment insecurity and some do 
not fear it. A female developer at a large studio in Vancouver told us:

 Right now, I’m fairly confident that the product will get done and 
that I’ll be there for a couple of years. However, I know that some-
times, just the way the industry is, if a product isn’t that successful 
or whatever, a part of the team is laid off. I basically understand 
that’s the circumstance of the industry. (F-03-13-V-R-25-11-13-14-26)

Among the VgDs we interviewed, 33 percent had been unemployed for 
a time in their careers, and, for 22 percent, this was the result of a layoff 
rather than leaving voluntarily. Their words provide insight into how de-
velopers experience this:

 [The VgI is] not very stable. The company that I first worked for, 
you know, they ran out of money and they laid everyone off and I 
think they’re now bankrupt. They had another layoff or two before 
that. [Another studio] is, I think, quite a bit more stable in that it’s 
been around for five years or so, but even then we could run out of 
money or whatever. … as an indie studio, that’s the danger. And 
then in the big corporate studios you are, I feel, pretty disposable. 
(F-05-19-T-L-19-03-14-04-11-JT)

They rationalize this employment insecurity as an overarching, 
inescapable trend in the trade. In a hit-driven market, VgDs end up 
bearing the risk of commercial failures. For those developers who work 
within increasingly networked organizations made up of subsidiaries 



60 COntext

to an international parent, the success of a completely different studio 
in another part of the world can have a direct effect on labour practices 
and the survival of the studio they work for. Bulut’s (2020a) case study 
of a Midwest US studio and their parent company shows how VgDs can 
bear the brunt of financial restructuring that has no relation to the effort, 
performance, or success of their studio. Our interviewees shared similar 
experiences:

 Basically, I was working for a company that was employed by 
the owner of that studio, and they had a bunch of offices all over 
North America and we were the only Canadian office, so I was laid 
off because I was affiliated with that sector of it and they abolished 
the Canadian office. How did I feel about it? I saw it coming; it’s a 
normal aspect of the industry. (F-01-19-V-B-27-11-13-14-26-PB)

In such a context, we may wonder why large studios offer (some) job 
stability in their demand for labour. Many factors contribute to this. 
First, large studios are more prone to repeat similar formulae and they 
have incentives to keep their trained workforce. With such a trump card, 
they are better able to compete for the most skilled workers (Keune et 
al. 2018, 19–20). Second, they handle multiple projects concurrently, so 
they can reassign staff. For example, they have “dispersement policies” 
when the time comes to wrap up a project (Turner, Huemann, and Kee-
gan 2018, 64). Third, tax credit programs subsidize wages, allowing large 
studios to retain a bigger workforce (see Chapter 8): 

 Sometimes they’ll give you a little time to float between projects. 
They pay you, so they expect you to study, update your skills. They 
give you free training. (m-12-16-04-m-W-10-10-13-13-19-15-JL)

 There were six weeks—they actually called it the “inter-project.” 
It’s cool though because other companies would lay people off in 
between and then rehire them. But [my studio], they know that it’s 
way more costly to do that—it’s better to actually just give people 
time and say, “Listen, you’ve got nothing to do—until we say so. 
Just do whatever you want. You can surf the net, play games…” 
(m-02-13-T-U-02-04-14-04-11-JT)

In this way, large studios can absorb the cost of retaining unassigned 
workers they will need again soon. These “on the bench” VgDs can be 
very useful to the studio in performing certain tasks, for example in 
writing submissions, post-mortem analyses, or audits or evaluations of 
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completed projects, or in furthering their own professional development 
during this time.

Conclusion

To complete the portrait of project-based work environments drawn up 
in Chapter 2, we have focussed on the features of the VgI that constitute 
a necessary backdrop for the rest of the book.

We have noted how financial stakeholders, here taking the form of cli-
ents as de facto investors/funders, confront an unusual uncertainty in the 
production process and a high risk of commercial failure. They are not 
without means to face this situation, as they sit at the top of the logistic 
value chain of the game development process. Looking for ways to limit 
the damage to protect their investment capacity, they exert significant 
influence over HR strategies, daily HR routines, and decision-making, as 
labour is the main cost in knowledge work.

Part of an array of networked organizations, development studios exist 
in a sector that stands out as a quintessential example of the financial-
ized organization in which not only firms but projects are remotely man-
aged by investors. Managerial authority over HR decisions is focussed on 
the success of the contract and HR policies are therefore often skewed. 
Managerial discretion may be decoupled from workplace dissatisfaction 
when producers and/or VgDs view the client as ultimately accountable.

The legal employer is not an autonomous actor in financialized en-
vironments in which the client is an omnipresent figure, though invisible 
and inaccessible to workers. This is not unheard of, as most collective 
bargaining systems do not include funders as actors in the process of es-
tablishing working conditions. Yet this is more important in financialized 
environments because of their direct influence on working conditions.

These are the grounds over which working conditions take place in 
project-based game development studios, and over which assessments of 
citizenship will be made. This environment presents significant risks of 
lost income and employment to VgDs and shapes the substance of poten-
tial citizenship. We will outline these risks in Chapter 4 and then system-
atically probe the existence of citizenship across the four broad objects 
(see Table 1.3). Do VgDs have protections against the risk of lost income? 
Do they have recourse against arbitrary treatment and decision-making? 
Do they participate in the local regulation of their work regarding key 
risks and issues? Do they have a voice in the shape and regulation of the 
VgI as a whole? And, importantly, are all VgDs equal subjects to citizen-
ship across a stable and universal domain?





The Other Side of the Playful Bunch: 
Risks Faced by Videogame Developers

In Chapter 2 we saw that project-based work presents a challenge to 
labour institutions and that the constraints of project management have 
side effects on work. In Chapter 3, we further explored how the case of 
game development illustrates, and sometimes emphasizes to the point of 
caricature, the economic relationships among actors in a project-based 
industry of the private creative sector of the knowledge economy. In this 
chapter we get to the heart of the topic of citizenship by laying out the 
risks game developers run, within the context of project management 
and financialization. We discuss how these economic relationships cre-
ate a particular cocktail of features in the daily work of game develop-
ment that is conducive to risks of lost income (see Table 1.1). As noted by 
Gill and Pratt (2008, 6), “precariousness is a defining feature of cultural 
labour.” Indeed, its contemporaneous workers are “disproportionately 
affected by risk and insecurity, compared to the previous generation, and 
with little expectation of work security,” and “might make above stan-
dard wages but if they lose their job are thrown into poverty” (Gill and 
Pratt 2008, 18). McRobbie (2018, 146) also critiques what she calls the 
“creative dispositive”—the new economic discourse focused on creative 
entrepreneurship—as a form of “labour reform by stealth” in which “a 
younger generation is being prepared for work in which there is no pro-
tection.” According to observations made in Korea, the rapid industrial 
transition to the mobile game market deepened labour precarity, pro-
moted the degradation of skills, and ultimately fragments workers in the 
digital game industry (C. Kim and Lee 2020). Laying out these risks sets 
the stage for examination of the first object of citizenship at work: the 
degree of protection against these risks (see Table 1.1). This is the focus 
of Chapter 5.

Some important risks will not be discussed in this chapter because 
they are analyzed later in this book. They include results-based and indi-
vidualized compensation systems (see Chapter 6); unlimited, unpaid, and 
unpredictable working time (see Chapter 9); and the exclusionary power 
of a uniform White male workforce (see Chapter 10).

chaPter 4
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A Playful Bunch, They Say

According to a widespread preconception, “autonomy is the defining 
feature of both enterprises and workers” in “creative and cultural in-
dustries” (Thompson, Parker, and Cox 2016, 316). Theoretical claims de-
pict work environments, which suggests that it is rather challenging to 
separate capital or management from labour within a labour process of 
“collective improvisation,” without job descriptions or functions, and in 
which actors do not confront each other or conflict. Unlike workers in 
other times, they are said to transcend the “old class struggle.” Bound-
aries in authority are porous, so creative labour comes to lose sight of the 
very notion of a wage-effort bargain. A combination of social networks 
and aestheticized studio spaces is said to break down the distinctions be-
tween work and play (Thompson, Parker, and Cox 2016, 319), and those 
between work and free time (Bulut 2020a, 6).

Knowledge workers are purported to be resourceful agents, reliant on 
their own bargaining power and unfettered from “old world” issues of au-
thority and control. As outlined in the Introduction, there is an ideal view 
of the VgI as an industry with high compensation, high creativity, high 
autonomy, desirable mobility, and high job satisfaction (Nichols 2005, 
189), and a persistent discourse painting a picture of a “playful bunch” of 
gamers who are paid to play (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2006). How-
ever, there is increasing acknowledgement of the contradictions in the 
industry’s labour processes and contestation of the growing control over 
creative labour in the VgI:

The complication is that “playbour”—a hybridized form of work 
and play (Kücklich 2005)—stems from the traditions of hacker 
culture and the ethos of open source software. It originates as a 
response to the Fordist, Taylorized workplaces of the past … the 
post-1968 refusal of work has done much to shape video games. 
Atari even made “this ‘refusal of work’ its key to commercial suc-
cess” …. These elements of counterculture combine with corporate 
capitalism in various ways to gloss over some of the contradictions 
of the workplace. (Woodcock 2016, 138).

Indeed, recent years have seen a proliferation of conceptual termin-
ology: the creative class, network or immaterial labour, the cognitariat, 
the cybertariat, the precariat… These are not reducible to each other, and 
many are bluntly defined, lack accuracy, and collapse different kinds of 
work and experience. Yet, these concepts share a common theoretical 
concern for contemporary transformations in the class structure. From 
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very different standpoints, they highlight an emerging complexity in 
the class structure and stir up debates around the position of knowledge 
workers within it.

Some researchers embrace the coming of a supposed “creative class” 
endowed with almost mythical qualities (Florida 2002). Whatever draw-
backs these people endure at work, they are presented as self-disciplined 
and networked workers, many of whom “promote initiative and respons-
ibility as highly motivated self-entrepreneurs” (Moralde 2018), as op-
posed to “victims of capital or managerial oppression” (O’Doherty and 
Willmott 2009, 941).

Others adopt a more critical stance. Promoting a “neo-orthodox labour 
process analysis,” they are concerned with accounting for an updated an-
alysis of the wage–effort bargain and capital–labour conflict. They argue 
that knowledge workers deal with a combination of some prestige and 
above-average pay levels alongside precariousness and poor working 
conditions. Instead of putting forward the enduring power of capital, and 
without denying it, these researchers stress the creativity of powerful, 
playful, and resistant workers in the face of their exploitation (Gill and 
Pratt 2008).

Indeed, empirical research on market-structured organizations does 
not reveal an employee that is empowered and free of being controlled, 
but a rather remotely controlled worker. True, instead of being held to 
prescribed behaviours from top management, these “empowered” em-
ployees are able to select and deploy strategies adapted to the situation 
at hand. They do not rely on detailed descriptions of action but aim for 
outputs (Salaman 2005). However, instead of having an obligation of 
means, these workers have an obligation of results that leaves little room 
for mistakes in this “government at a distance.” The sanctioning of these 
individually steered choices lies in the focus on market success.

Therefore, when we locate game development within the value chain 
context and draw on evidence from interviews and surveys with VgDs 
to examine work conditions and employment trends, a mixed portrait 
emerges. Studios can be disciplinary spaces and sites for insecurity, long 
hours, and low pay, as well as lively spaces of creation.

“Flexibility” of Employment Is a Determining Factor in 
Working Conditions

In Chapter 3, we saw the encompassing character of “flexible” employ-
ment that makes it a key factor in explaining the ensuing working condi-
tions. For this, we will first discuss its consequences for VgDs. As Bulut 
observes, “Although testers experience the most blatant precariousness, 
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the phenomenon is not confined to the tester pit, as it stands out as a 
general feature of the financialized sector” (2020a, 141; see also Ozimek 
2019b).

Layoffs, Unemployment, and an Unrelenting Placement Process

The game industry is one of constant churn (or turnover). VgDs have a 
high risk of losing their income, and time spent under these conditions 
adds up over a life span in terms of lost experience and revenues. News 
of layoffs, bankruptcies, and mergers abound and reinforce VgDs’ insec-
urity (Plunkett 2012). The popular game news website Kotaku has a cat-
egory tag called “layoffs” to help organize all of the articles they publish 
on the topic (see kotaku.com/tag/layoffs). To raise awareness of the high 
number of layoffs and their negative effects on communities, one vis-
ual effects artist has created a database that catalogued layoffs and their 
causes at studios around the world since 2004 (Klepek 2020). 

Many factors contribute to the instability. 
First, there are shifts related to government incentives. Regional and 

national governments have embraced the “creative city” rhetoric of Ri-
chard Florida (2002) which suggests that when you accumulate a critical 
mass of workers in the creative sectors of a city, that city becomes a mag-
net for more and more prestigious enterprises of the creative sector and 
beyond, which then attracts more highly qualified workers. At first, gov-
ernments have to chase cultural and creative industries as the bulwark 
of their new economies (McRobbie 2016) to reach the point where the 
creative sector in a city progresses and thrives on its own momentum. 
Following this model, governments and intra-state regions compete 
heavily for game studios (see Chapters 3 and 8). Medium-sized studios 
are particularly sensitive to financial incentives. This subsidization of 
the industry by the taxpayer creates a highly volatile job market, since 
it is subject to political pressure. VgDs engage in daily speculation about 
whether their studio will stay or go (Bulut 2020a, 122–40).

Second, entertainment industries are vulnerable. Market failure can 
lead to a shutdown for a studio whose fate hangs on a single project, or a 
massive layoff in a large studio. Yet game failures are extremely common 
(see Chapter 3). Though all studios are exposed to the risk of commercial 
failure, larger companies are able to make use of more risk avoidance 
strategies. Small studios lead the most precarious existences. Independ-
ent studios can hardly absorb the impact of market failures, but even 
when they succeed, they will often be bought out by a bigger entity. In 
both cases, they end up laying off some or all of their developers.
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Third, exporting game development jobs has been big business for a 
long time, with specialized companies who help outsource labour to low-
cost countries. For instance, programmers and digital artists in India and 
Eastern Europe cost considerably less than those in the West and have 
growing capacity (Chebotareva 2019; P. Hyman 2007; Nichols 2005). The 
threat of outsourcing is much discussed and has a forceful disciplinary 
impact, effectively lessening individual bargaining power. This contrib-
utes to the employment uncertainty of VgDs:

Studios are exporting an increasing portion of development work 
to lower-wage locations such as China, India, and Vietnam. Out-
sourcing has been steadily inching up the value chain, and now 
affects everything from programming to animation. … Geographic 
diffusion of game-making know-how suggests that countries of the 
Global North are not guaranteed a monopoly in this regard. (de 
Peuter 2012, 87–88)

Last, the project-based structure of the industry poses a higher firing 
and layoff risk, as the dynamics of projects proposed, accepted, and com-
pleted does not encourage a perfect sequence of job opportunities. Each 
project requires specific skills depending on its current stage. Moreover, 
studios do not always take on the same type of projects and therefore do 
not always require the same technology or competencies. Consequently, 
a variable rate of turnover is inevitable. Smaller studios cannot absorb the 
cost of the undefined idle periods between two projects (“inter-project” 
or “being on the bench”), when the date of closure of one project and the 
start of another do not coincide. Even in a large studio, teams or individ-
ual employees may be let go when a project is over, given up on by the 
publisher, or reduced under cost pressures. The greater the economic de-
pendency of the studio, the likelier the layoff. This makes it challenging 
to retain rare, specialized teams and developers (Teipen 2015, 331).

Depending on the IgDA survey year, 15 to 35 percent of developers 
reported being laid off, with most experiencing permanent job loss. Ac-
cording to the 2004 survey, the biggest reason for layoffs was studio clos-
ures, followed by cancelled projects and the completion of projects. We 
lack survey data on this topic for 2009, and therefore have a gap in our 
understanding of the downward trend (see Figure 4.1).

Even in unionized environments, unions seem to concede that a cer-
tain fluctuation in employment is unavoidable and have a collaborative 
attitude in this regard. Teipen (2015, 328) outlined the case of a union-
ized game environment in Sweden in which management gave advance 
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notice in the case of layoffs and rehired the relevant employees when 
there was an upturn. Unions appear open to ad hoc flexibility in the ap-
plication of labour laws when they are not well suited to the constraints 
of the sector. For instance, they may accede to a lessening of seniority 
provisions such as the “last in, first out” rule and ease up on protection 
against firing so that game studios can more flexibly apply broad con-
siderations of merit in strategies to retain the “best” VgDs. In such cases, 
unions have been found to compromise on the imperative of stable, long-
term employment when it is incompatible with the constraints of game 
projects. In return, 60 percent of VgDs in Germany, Sweden, and Poland 
are said to have secure employment because management also benefits 
(Teipen 2015, 328). 

In aggregate, the proportion of permanent employees is nearly con-
stant. Our survey data from 2004 to 2019 show that a consistent seventy-
one to 74 percent of respondents had permanent status. However, there 
are no illusions about the true “permanence” of the employment relation-
ship. VgDs know that this status means, in fact, an open-ended contract.

Losing your job has many different meanings in the VgI. It may be an 
unforeseen and unfortunate experience following a firing, a layoff, or a 
closure, but, alternatively, it might be the developer’s decision to move 
for a better opportunity. VgDs move in and out of paid employment, shift 

Figure 4.1
Developers experiencing permanent or temporary layoff (2004–19)
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across projects and studios, try their hand at different employment forms 
such as contract work or self-employment, or leave for other lines of 
work. However, this mobility is still risky, as VgDs are exposed to high 
local and international competition on the labour market. Even inter-
nally, they must continually showcase their work, remain up-to-date, 
and prove their contribution to the studio in order to be retained and as-
signed to the best projects.

The risk of job loss can be underestimated because the demand for 
game labour is quite high, and studios face a shortage of experienced de-
velopers ready to hit the ground running. A male developer in Montreal 
said he would be surprised if he was ever out of a job because if a studio 
“goes belly up, you can just take your résumé over to the others” (m-06-
15-m-W-20-11-14-13-15-19-mSO). Indeed, when the market is strong, VgDs 
with extensive networks and good reputations find jobs.

More accurately, we could say that being cavalier about the risk and 
displaying confidence is closely tied to one’s position in the social hier-
archy, based on reputation, occupational role, and track record of past 
projects, and the economic geography of game development in the re-
gion. Demand is not as high for all occupational groups, and some have 
more trouble finding a job. There seems to be a consensus that it is easier 
for those in technical jobs, like programming and technical design, than 
it is for artists and testers, who compete with the reserve army of labour 
waiting at the gates:

 The more technical they are, the easier it is to get hired anywhere. 
… Programmers, even if they can’t get jobs in the industry, they’ll 
get jobs anywhere else for probably twice as much. They never 
have to worry about that kind of stuff, and they get paid more. It 
can be pretty tough for artists. At least they can still go into film 
and do a lot of freelancing. I think that non-technical designers 
have the worst scenario. (m-02-13-T-U-02-04-14-04-11-JT)

 I was out of work for about a month and a half, which is an ex-
tremely short time for an artist in the industry. It’s super hard to 
get a job as an artist, because there are so many of them, and so 
many of them want to break into the gaming industry. (m-13-10-T- 
B-20-01-14-04-11)

Developers are confident because of the balance of probabilities. Given 
the statistics in Figure 4.1, perhaps layoffs are not a universal concern, 
because the risk depends on the studio’s size and position in the market. 
Instability of employment does not automatically entail unemployment, 
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but it may. Some VgDs reported extended periods of unemployment (see 
Figure 4.2). As well, in the period of 2009 to 2019, a consistent quarter to a 
third of respondents said that they worried that their job would not exist 
in the next month. VgDs were polarized about the job prospects in the 
industry, with two-thirds expressing negative or uncertain views about 
job opportunities in 2014 and 2019 (see Figure 4.3 in the Data Appendix). 
To a question we asked only in 2014, only 53 percent of developers said 
that they were somewhat or very confident in their ability to find a new 
job at about the same pay, without having to relocate.

Casualization of Labour and “At-Will” Employment

Ulrich Beck (1992) speaks of the “de-standardization of work,” and more 
specifically of the creation of a risk-fraught system of flexible, pluralized 
underemployment, in which both the risk and the responsibility for pro-
tecting against it are being shifted to workers. A similar logic operates 
in many sectors of the economy, in which atypical forms of work are 
multiplying.

In 2019, most of our survey respondents seemed to expect high job mo-
bility: 34 percent expected to be employed for less than three years with 
their current employer, and 23 percent expected four to six years (West-
star, Kwan, and Kumar 2019, 20–22).

Figure 4.2
How long have you been unemployed in the industry? (2014 and 2019)
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Job hopping sometimes involves moving locally and sometimes 
internationally, though we note a downward trend in worker mobility. 
Among the employed in 2014, 56 percent said that they had not had to re-
locate for work in the past five years, while the remaining 44 percent had 
to relocate at least once (Weststar and Legault 2014, 71). In 2019, slightly 
fewer salaried developers reported the need to relocate (61 percent said 
they had not, but 39 percent had to relocate at least once).

Additional evidence for endemic employment insecurity is the num-
ber of past employers. Figure 4.4 shows the 2019 data for developers who 
were employees, on contract, or freelance and self-employed. This data 
paints a somewhat counter-intuitive picture. While we could expect that 
freelancers would have a larger stable of employers or clients as they 
move from contract to contract, they do not seem to have many more 
employers than do salaried employees. Even the self-employed reported 
a high number of other employers in the past five years. We see similar 
patterns in earlier survey data (Weststar and Legault 2014, 2015, 2016; 
Weststar, O’Meara, and Legault 2018).

There is much to unpack in this simple figure in terms of the casual-
ization of videogame labour. We would expect employees to report the 
greatest longevity at a single employer. Instead, we see evidence that 
being hired as a permanent employee in a non-unionized workplace can 

Figure 4.4
Number of game-related employers in the past five years (2019)
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mean very little. Each new project and each project milestone represents 
a distinct moment when developers could lose their jobs. On the other 
hand, we see freelancers working for long periods of time with the same 
employer or for repeat contracts with the same employer. This could be 
a signal that studio managers are dodging employment standards obliga-
tions by misclassifying workers as independent contractors when they 
should instead be deemed employees. Studio managers may also be opti-
mizing their numerical flexibility by hiring on contract when they could 
make permanent hires (Kalleberg, Reynolds, Marsden 2003).

Though hiring through networks is most common, large studios also 
turn to temporary hiring agencies to quickly supply workers. The ex-
perience of a developer in Montreal highlights the risks of such arrange-
ments for developers. While it might be a common trope to think of the 
creative artist scraping by in a restaurant to support their career, this is 
not the typical view of the “glamorous” videogame industry:

 I was earning peanuts and I was having cash taken off because 
I was hired through a temp agency, which took a cut. And, of 
course, I wasn’t permanent … I was just on a term contract … So I 
knew that when it got to be Christmastime, I’d be out of a job, and 
I didn’t know what I’d be doing. And often they’d say to me, “Well, 
there’s no more work. Maybe it’ll pick up in April or May,” and I 
said to myself, “Shit! I’m just going to have to scrape by for three or 
four months.” I wound up as a dishwasher in a restaurant for two 
months. (m-06-15-m-W-20-11-14-13-15-19-mSO)

Is this mobility what VgDs want? In 2014, all respondents who were work-
ing full-time or part-time, as employees, freelancers, or self-employed, 
were asked which would be their preferred status. A considerable major-
ity (70 percent) reported that they would prefer permanent (full-time or 
part-time) employment and 30 percent said that self-employment would 
be their preference (Weststar and Legault 2014, 64). In 2019, 49 percent 
of freelancers said they had that status because they “could not find a 
permanent job at an established studio” (Weststar, Kwan, and Kumar 
2019, 30).

The data from self-employed workers also highlight the porosity of 
employment relationships in the industry. Most self-employed survey 
respondents over the years said that they had also worked as employees 
for studios or in freelance arrangements. Figure 4.4 above shows that for 
many in the 2019 sample, being self-employed was a recent event—hav-
ing worked for two, three, or more employers in the past five years. It is 
a common assumption that experienced game developers splinter from 
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larger studios to start an independent shop or engage in freelance work. 
Self-employment and indie development can seem a panacea to the 
issues of IP, creative freedom, and working conditions that workers must 
deal with when working with larger developers and publishers (Whitson 
2013). The high-profile successes and glamorization of select indie titles 
fuels the myths about indie development. However, it is subjected to the 
same competitive and financialized forces as the rest of the industry, but 
with even less legal protection and an uneasy situation with respect to 
the development of labour solidarity (see, for instance, Keogh and Abra-
ham 2022).

There Is Limited Diversity in the Vgi
Even in domains of potential citizenship at work, subjects of that cit-
izenship do not turn out to be equal (see Chapter 1). Some workers face 
obstacles pertaining to common conditions that make them stand out 
as second-class citizens. They lack critical mass and can face overt dis-
crimination, including harassment. Such is the case in the VgI.

Snapshot of the Workforce in 2004

The IgDA commissioned an initial study on the composition of the 
workforce in 2004 and revealed that only sixteen to 17 percent of those 
working in the game industry were women, in an employment market 
in which 39 percent of the media workforce were, at that point, women. 
Most of these women (73 percent) worked in traditionally “female” 
jobs: managerial, administrative, marketing, and public relations roles, 
rather than in game development proper. Only 2 percent of program-
mers, 3 percent of those working in audio and 5 percent in game design 
were women, while 8 percent of producers and 9 percent of artists were 
women. There was no obvious relationship between the size of studios 
and the gendering of the workforce (Haines 2004, 5).

Contrary to stereotypes, 41 percent of freelancers working in games 
were women, many of them writers. Furthermore, nearly a quarter of all 
those in senior positions (23 percent) were women, though most often in 
managerial or marketing roles, rather than in hands-on direction of game 
development (Haines 2004, 5–6). Studios were accustomed to recruiting:

entirely from the “usual suspects”: people that they already know 
and unsolicited CVs, of which they get thousands. An already 
male-dominated workforce and tribes of determined male hard-
core gamers wishing to join in means that unless companies make 
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an effort to look at less traditional sources of recruitment, they may 
never see many female applicants. (Haines 2004, 9) 

While women VgDs enjoyed working in game development, they be-
moaned the same obstacles we hear about today: a male-dominated 
environment, no family-friendly practices, male jargon, patronizing at-
titudes, sexism and racism, poor and unequal pay, long hours, crunch 
time/overtime, few women in senior roles, and a glass ceiling (Haines 
2004, 10).

At that point in time, the game development sector was not notably 
concerned about other factors of uniformity in its young, White, mascu-
line, cisgender, and able-bodied workforce.

The Contemporary Workforce

In the snapshot taken in 2019, the contemporary population of VgDs 
seems to be growing older, showing a distribution much closer than 
seen in previous IgDA surveys to the general labour force in the United 
States1 (with its mean age of forty-two) and other industrialized countries 
(see Table 4.1).

However, it looks like age distribution is the main demographic change 
in the landscape.

stiLL mascuLine: gender and sexuaL orientation
In 2019, survey respondents still predominately identified as men (71 per-
cent). Only one quarter (24 percent) identified as women, 3 percent as 
nonbinary, and 2 percent preferred to self-describe. This is a relative 
increase compared to 2009, when 14 percent identified as women, but 
since then, the profile has been notably stable (see Table 4.2).

This makes women significantly underrepresented in game develop-
ment compared to the general population. According to the 2019 United 
States census (no date), 51 percent of the population was female, and in 
2019, women aged sixteen and older represented half (47 percent) of the 
total labour force (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2020). 

Conversely, in 2016 an estimated 0.6 percent of adults in the United 
States were transgender, which suggests that this population may be 
overrepresented among VgDs (Flores et al. 2016). 

Surveys show stability regarding sexual orientation, with about 20 per-
cent identifying as LgB (see Table 4.3 in the Data Appendix). In this, 

1. As our sample in the IgDA surveys includes mostly North American respondents, mostly 
from the United States, we refer to the US population as a basis for comparison.
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representation is a little higher than the general population: 12 percent 
identified as LgBTQ in a US study in 2017; while 4.5 percent of adults 
identified as LgBT in a 2017 Gallup poll (Weststar, Kwan, and Kumar 
2019, 12–13).

Still White: Ethnicity

There is a similar ethnic homogeneity among the IgDA survey re-
spondents (see Table 4.4 in the Data Appendix). The VgD population 
(as of 2019) is more dramatically skewed in favour of Caucasians than 
the general US population, in which 60 percent identified as “white 
only, non-Hispanic” (United States census, 2018). If we used a similar 
definitional category for “white only,” the 2019 DSS sample would be 
69 percent White, and if adding West Asians, it would be 71 percent. 
The rest of the US population identified as Hispanic or Latinx (of any 
race) (18 percent), Black (13 percent), Asian (6 percent), and Indigenous 
(1.5 percent). Relative to this, Indigenous people and Asians are slightly 
overrepresented in the DSS samples, while those identifying as Black 

Table 4.1
Distribution of Vgds (% of respondents) according to age, 2009 and 2019

2009 2019

25–29 30 17

30–34 23 20

35–39

28.5

22

40–49 22

50 years and older 9

Source: Legault and Weststar 2009, 13; Weststar, Kwan, and Kumar 2019, 12

Table 4.2
Distribution of Vgds (% of respondents) according to gender, 2015–19

Gender reported 2015 2019

Men 75 71

Women 22 24

Transgender 1.5 4*

Non-binary or prefer to self-describe 1 5

Source: Weststar and Legault 2015, 11; Weststar, Kwan, and Kumar 2019, 12
* In the 2019 survey, respondents were invited to indicate in a secondary question whether 
they were transgender; therefore the total for this column exceeds 100%.
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and Hispanic/Latinx are largely underrepresented (Weststar, Kwan, 
and Kumar 2019, 13).

oPen to Workers With disabiLities
Our data indicate a similar share of people with disabilities among VgDs 
as among the US population. In both the 2015 and 2019 DSS, 23 per-
cent of the sample indicated that they had some form of disability (see 
Table 4.5), while a 2016 report indicates that 26 percent of adults in the 
United States live with a disability (Okoro et al. 2018).

However, we do not know the nature of the relationship between 
VgDs’ disabilities and their work:

It is possible that the video game industry, and the type of work 
done there, accommodates the needs of those with a disability 
more effectively than other industries. This means that workers 
who identify as having a disability may gravitate to these spaces. 
Alternatively, and particularly in the case of mental health and 
disabilities developed as a result of repetitive strain injuries, it is 
worth investigating if the working environments of the video game 
industry contribute to or exacerbate the negative effects of particu-
lar disabilities (Weststar, Legault, Gosse, and O’Meara 2016, 11).

A previous report on the 2015 DSS noted some gender differences: 
“[Women] reported psychiatric disabilities or mental illness at a rate 
twice as high as [men] (14% compared to 7%)” (Weststar, Legault, Gosse, 
and O’Meara 2016, 11). Additional research is needed in these areas.

Table 4.5
Distribution of Vgds (% of respondents) according to disability, 2015–19

Reporting a disability 2015 2019

Psychiatric disability or mental illness 9 12

Visual impairment 7 5

Physical disability 4 4

Intellectual or learning disability 4 4

Neurological disability 4 3

Hearing impairment 3 2

Source: Weststar, Legault, Gosse, and O’Meara 2016, 11; Original data from the IgDA 
DSS 2019
Note: Totals do not add to 100% because respondents could select multiple categories
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Occupational Segregation

We have seen that women constitute approximately one quarter of the 
contemporary workforce in the industry, but their representation in 
“core” game development roles is uneven.

The issue of occupational segregation is very significant when discuss-
ing equity and diversity and domains of citizenship because aggregated 
participation of women in the workforce does not provide the entire 
picture—far from it. Some occupations show barriers to the entry of 
women, and this occupational segregation is closely associated with the 
gender gap in earnings: “When women are segregated into certain jobs, 
those jobs usually pay less, have fewer opportunities for progression, 
less job autonomy, and less authority within the organisation” (Prescott 
and Bogg 2011a, 207). Both men and women workers fear being offered a 
“female job,” which they perceive as being poorly paid and of low status, 
even when the duties are similar to male-dominated occupations. Worse, 
this social phenomenon tends to reproduce itself: “people tend to choose 
occupations where their own gender is represented” (L. Miller et al. 2004, 
quoted in Prescott and Bogg 2011a, 206) because occupational categories 
are an important part of a person’s sense of self:

A worker’s occupation is imbued with meanings about the identity 
of the worker and the appropriateness of the worker’s role in that 
occupation—and these meanings can have negative or positive im-
plications for perceptions of interactions and support among work-
ers. (C. Taylor 2010, 190)

In other words, a worker may not be part of a minority in an organiz-
ation, but still be part of a minority “within their occupation in that par-
ticular organization, and they will therefore feel the cultural effects of 
working in a gender incongruent occupation.” (Prescott and Bogg 2011a, 
206) This is important to bear in mind when examining research about 
women working in the VgI that aggregates women of all trades: women 
in predominantly female trades, such as marketing or HR for instance, 
may not feel part of a minority if their trade is mostly female.

Classifying the job tasks performed within game development is chal-
lenging. There is considerable role overlap or “multitasking” in the daily 
experience of many game developers and the specificity of a job often var-
ies according to studio or team size. As well, job titles are not consistent 
across studios and new roles continually evolve. However, it is still use-
ful to obtain a general sense of the demography in broad categories of 
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game development jobs. We have compared figures from 2015 and 2019 
to see whether the representation of women has changed (see Table 4.6).

Table 4.6 indicates how many women and men are in a given role rela-
tive to the total sample of women and men. For instance, 2 percent of 
all men respondents and 4 percent of all women respondents were writ-
ers in 2015. This means that being a writer is a more common role for 
women than men; but there are still more men writers than women writ-
ers in studios because there are simply more men overall.

From this, we see that women reported working in programming and 
design positions at rates significantly lower than men. Conversely, they 
reported working in art positions at higher rates than men. Women were 
also more prevalent in administrative and support roles. So, though more 
women have entered the industry since 2004, their gains are clustered in 
more marginal areas of game development. Women seem to hold project 
manager roles at similar rates to men; however, these roles are at risk of 

Table 4.6
Distribution of Vgds (% of men and women respondents) of primary role 
according to gender (2015–19)

2015 2019

Men Women Men Women

Upper/middle management 3 2 7 4

Team lead/producer/project manager 12 17 15 17

Designer/scripter 14 10 17 14

Writer 2 4 2 10

UX/UI research and design 2 3 2 8

Programmer/engineer 27 11 31 10

Hardware engineer 0 0 0.4 0

Art 9 17 5 12

Audio 1 1 2 0

Localization/translation 1 1 0.2 0

QA/testers 4 4 3 3

Operations/IT/support/HR 1 0 0.4 4

Marketing/PR/sales 2 7 1 2

Customer support 1 1 0 1

Consultant 1 1 2 3

Source: Weststar, Legault, Gosse, and O’Meara 2016, 14; Original data from the IgDA 
DSS 2019
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feminization, as job descriptions tend to emphasize “soft skills” and are 
removed from the core technical work.

We have observed both vertical segregation, concentrating workers in 
the lower echelons of an organization (the glass ceiling), and horizontal 
segregation, concentrating workers in particular occupations, making 
some occupations either “men’s” work or “women’s” work. Men continue 
to heavily dominate the core content creative roles, such as design, pro-
gramming, and senior management roles (Gourdin 2005; Prescott and 
Bogg 2011a, 210). Consequently, women in the industry have little say in 
the content, interaction styles, character representation, and reward sys-
tems involved in games, and thus in how games are perceived. Women 
in development roles do feel isolated and poorly represented within their 
profession, while those in non-development or project management 
roles agreed significantly more that women were well represented (Pres-
cott and Bogg 2011a, 219).

We conducted a similar analysis to compare White workers with work-
ers of colour,2 and the results were quite mixed. This may be a result of a 
low sample size for workers of colour or the inclusion of respondents who 
were not racialized in their workplaces (for example, Japanese workers 
working in Japan).

Open-ended comments from the IgDA surveys exemplify some of this 
gender-based occupational segregation and hint at segregation by race, 
but more research is needed in this area. In the 2015 DSS, one women 
manager carefully detailed the demographic makeup of the studio where 
she worked:

•	 Our	studio	leadership	team	consists	of	six	members.	All	of	
them are men.

•	 On	my	own	team,	three	out	of	four	leads	are	men.	I	am	the	only	
woman in a position of authority.

2. The term “person of colour” or “worker of colour” is commonly employed in the US and 
Canada, and emphasizes the common experiences of systemic racism by members of racial-
ized groups. It originated in the context of social justice, civil rights, and human rights, 
and has spread to academia (Moses 2016). The term is flawed—it reaffirms non-Whiteness 
against a standard of Whiteness and lumps very different individuals together. The term 
BIPOC (Black, Indigenous, and people of colour) is a modification of the term, which also 
faces detractors. Our language continues to reflect our ongoing attempts to grapple with the 
racialized social and cultural hierarchies in our societies and with decolonization. However, 
we recognize that members of different racialized groups face differential experiences in 
society and in the game industry proper, where East Asian game developers are more com-
mon and respected. Due to sample size, it was impossible to examine the experiences of each 
racial or ethnic group separately.
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•	 On	the	second	team,	all	four	leads	are	men.	Only	one	is	of	non-
White descent.

•	 On	the	third	team,	three	out	of	four	leads	are	men:	one	woman	
and one man of non-White descent.

•	 Most	of	our	women	are	artists,	with	production,	QA [quality 
assurance], and support filling the rest.

•	 Most	of	our	ethnic	employees	are	artists	and	engineers.	
(F.m.02635.2015)

In the interviews, women pointed out that certain roles and trades are 
spontaneously labelled “male” and others “female”:

 It’s very male dominated and that in itself is kind of like a circle, 
right? … My fiancé actually took my resumé and took my name off 
of it and was talking to someone else about it, just being, like, “Oh, 
I just want some feedback.” Like, [to] another engineer. And so he 
kept in mind [not to say “she,” but to use “they” or “them”], and 
everything he got back from this co-worker was “he,” “he,” “he,” 
“he.” It’s, like, assumed. It’s almost a barrier to entry. (F-18-07-T-Z- 
28-04-14-04-11-JT)

 We do have a lot more women at our company, but most of them 
work … in the art department. You know… It’s like hiring female 
artists is a no-brainer but hiring women into producer or design 
roles is… like, it’s just not the same. But nobody really looks at that 
closely anymore. (F-13-19-T-B-29-05-14-05-13-JT)

Sexism and Racism in Game Development

Sexism and racism seem to be on the rise, at least in terms of the broader 
public discourse about the industry. Respondents to the DSS were asked 
to list the factors that they felt were associated with a negative percep-
tion of the game industry. Three options for sexism and racism were 
presented: “among gamers,” “in games themselves,” and “in the work-
place.” All increased from 2015 to 2019 (see Table 4.7), but the options 
for “sexism in the workplace” and “racism in the workplace” were lower 
than the others, and racism was selected less frequently than sexism in 
general.

Since the early years, women have been less prone to agree that their 
environment was diverse. In 2005, they were twice as likely as men to 
agree that a diverse team had a direct impact on the games produced 
(34 percent compared to 16 percent) and that diversity in the workforce 
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was an important factor in the industry’s future success (41 percent ver-
sus 21 percent). In contrast, workers of colour frequently agreed that their 
environment was diverse. They also agreed that a diverse workforce had 
a direct impact on the games produced and that workforce diversity was 
important (IgDA 2005, 12).

In recent years, most respondents say that diversity is critical in the 
workplace, in the game industry, and in game content, and this major-
ity has risen over the years (see Table 4.8 in the Data Appendix). Many 
events, starting with Gamergate, or #gamergate (see Chapters 8 and 10), 
generated acute tensions that have raised awareness of issues of divers-
ity and equity. Our data suggest that responses have also become more 
polarized during this period.

Sadly, diversity in the workplace remains the least important factor 
identified by workers compared to diversity in the industry and game 
content. This might suggest that, despite a rising awareness of divers-
ity among VgDs, they seem less likely to perceive the negative implica-
tions—for themselves or the cultural content of games—of a homogenous 
team in their own workplaces.

Table 4.7
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “What factors, 
either actual or perceived, do you feel create a negative perception of the game 
industry?” (2015–19)

2015 2019

Working conditions 58 73

Sexism among gamers 63 72

Sexism in games themselves 57 57

Link to violence 55 56

Racism among gamers 38 55

Sexism in the workforce 42 54

Lack of overall diversity 37 49

Link to obesity or lack of physical activity 41 39

Racism in games themselves 26 30

Racism in the workforce 19 29

Other 16 13

Microtransactions — 2

Gambling and loot boxes — 1

I don’t think there is a negative perception of the industry. 4 3

Source: Original data from the IgDA DSS 2015 and 2019
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When we delve into details for 2015 and 2019, we find that women 
were more likely to report that diversity across all three domains was 
important, compared to men, White men, and workers of colour (West-
star, Legault, Gosse, and O’Meara 2016, 23–24). Workers of colour were 
the least likely to report that diversity was important across all three 
domains, even less than men, at both points in time. As an underrepre-
sented group, this is interesting. However, when we isolate the responses 
for women of colour, we find greater importance accorded to diversity, 
compared to men of colour. This suggests that the issue of diversity is 
much more salient in terms of gender than it is of ethnicity (Weststar, 
Legault, Gosse, and O’Meara 2016, 23–24).

What about Job Status? Testers as Second-Class Citizens

The bulk of the last section has been focused on “second-class citizen-
ship” through the lack of diversity according to socio-demographic char-
acteristics like gender and ethnicity. However, we have alluded to the 
importance of an informal occupational hierarchy within game studios. 
For instance, “hard” technical skills, programming, and engineering 
roles have greater status (and greater pay) than art roles, and, at the same 
time, are a male preserve in a gendered segregation of roles. Critical re-
search that disentangles occupational roles within the industry (rather 
than treating “developers” as a homogenous mass) is emerging. Notably, 
some has focused on the population most at risk of second-class citizen-
ship: those who work in quality assurance (QA) or game testing either 
within development studios (Briziarelli 2016; Bulut 2015, 2020a) or in 
outsourcing arrangements (Ozimek 2019b).

Testing can appear to be a dream job of “play working” (Briziarelli 2016), 
an entry to the industry that requires no formal educational credentials 
(Bulut 2020a; Sloper 2017). Yet, the labour of testers is marginalized and 
undervalued relative to “core creative” work and made invisible because 
“the more effective they are in their job, the more invisible appears their 
intervention” (Briziarelli 2016, 256). They are not part of the “in-group” 
who can intervene or voice their opinion in the creative process. They 
often explicitly feel they have second-class citizenship, because they face 
poor compensation, a lack of respect, greater surveillance, and harsh 
working conditions; pay their own health insurance; do not enjoy cheap 
prices for games; and have poor economic and job security (Bulut 2020a; 
Ozimek 2019b; Taylor and Parish 2007; Thang 2012).

Although they develop deep expertise in terms of gameplay ex per-
ience, game mechanics and aesthetics, communication, and often mod-
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ding, testers have a temporary status within studios because testing is 
only required sporadically, when projects ramp up (Bulut 2020a). Indeed, 
many studios outsource their QA and testing work, which reinforces 
the boundary between testers and “real developers” on the “core team” 
(Ozimek 2019b). What they experience as harsh treatment is not the lay-
offs per se, but rather losing their jobs to others who do not have experi-
ence but will subsequently be trained to their level. It can seem a “cruel 
joke” for some (Bulut 2020a, 139–40).

Unlike the autonomy given to most game developers, testers must 
strictly obey working guidelines and workplace prescriptions in their re-
petitive tasks. They work under the scrutiny of a software program that 
measures their productivity. However, they are required to develop ana-
lytical and diplomatic skills to accurately convey their gameplay experi-
ence to developers, to precisely understand both the nature and the source 
of any bug, while at the same time offering constructive critiques that 
don’t hurt developers’ feelings (Briziarelli 2016; Bulut 2020a). Further re-
inforcing a boundary, testers have limited interaction with the develop-
ment team; their contributions are mediated and constrained through 
written reports (Briziarelli 2016; Ozimek 2019b; Sloper 2017). Their con-
tribution is, nevertheless, noteworthy because they “ensure that a game 
does not crash and give the studio a good reputation. A good console game  
without the labor of testers is simply not possible” (Bulut 2020a, 138).

Wages are kept low by an oversized reserve army of would-be testers 
hoping to get the job (Bulut 2020a, 123). They enjoy some “privileges” 
from their low status in that they are paid for every hour worked, be-
cause they are considered wage-earners non-exempt from labour stan-
dards under North American labour laws (Bulut 2020a; Taylor and 
Parish 2007; see also Chapter 9). However, ambition and a “vocational 
attitude” (Briziarelli 2016) drive them to devote much more time than 
formally requested in the hope of upward mobility to a development job 
(Bulut 2020a, 124). In pointing out the low pay, employment uncertainty, 
and competition among outsourced testers in Poland, Ozimek (2019b) 
questions the “voluntary” nature of working overtime. Upward mobility 
happens more rarely than is hoped for—perhaps particularly for women, 
as one tester said:

 It was a bit boys club-y. … For instance, none of the women in the 
department were ever officially promoted, even if someone was 
doing the work. You’d be kept out of conversations. I thought that 
I witnessed some sort of suspect treatment of different testers than 
was usual. (F-13-13-T-U-05-05-14-04-11-JT)



84 COntext

Though more research is needed to disambiguate the experiences of 
workers across different occupational roles, the emerging research on 
QA and testing shows how the industry has produced “subjects who are 
keen on the hard work ethos, competitive play and self-surveillance to 
secure their temporary position both at present and in the future” (Bulut 
2020a, 138). However, while they crave being part of development teams 
and work hard to reach their goal, testers are denied subject status in 
terms of citizenship at work.

Job Insecurity Presents Risks to Health and Private Life

Work environments that are characterized by job insecurity (such as fre-
quent layoffs, churn, on-demand hiring, and job assignment practices) 
produce conditions for being overworked as each worker struggles in a 
competitive environment to retain and advance in their job. Such work 
environments are marked by physical, social, and psychological poor 
health (Anonymous 2020; Legault and Belarbi-Basbous 2006; Legault 
and Chasserio 2014; Peticca-Harris, Weststar, and McKenna 2015), in-
cluding burnout, exhaustion, musculoskeletal disorders related to the 
use of computers, social and family conflict, substance abuse, and other 
behavioural problems:

 Co-workers with behavioural problems … often, it’s work under 
pressure. There’s a lot of teamwork in the industry. … So, when 
there’s somebody who really has problems … when someone has 
really, really big problems, and becomes toxic to other team mem-
bers and you can’t ask him questions anymore because he’s prac- 
tically psychotic, to me, it’s really… (F-05-08-19-m-g-21-10-13-13-19- 
15-JL)

Mass layoffs can be devastating for the health and well-being of em-
ployees left behind. Morale and trust suffer as “survivors” mourn for their 
colleagues who have lost their jobs, wonder why they themselves have 
been spared, and are on edge waiting for the next shoe to drop. There 
is also a great risk of burnout or being overworked now that the team is  
short-staffed (Grunberg, Anderson-Connolly, and Greenberg 2000; Man-
son 2014; López-Bohle et al. 2017). Repeated exposure to layoffs results in 
lower perceptions of job security, higher levels of role ambiguity, inten-
tions of quitting, depression and health problems among those who re-
main (Moore, Grunberg, and Greenberg 2004), and considerable impact 
on families and local communities (Feldman 2003).
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Many VgDs opt for “presenteeism.” In North America, “presenteeism” 
refers to spending time at work without being normally productive, often 
because of illness, injury, anxiety, and so on (Monneuse 2013). It can also 
refer to working unpaid overtime, which is known as “overpresentee-
ism.” According to Vézina et al. (2011), although short-term presenteeism 
is often voluntary, long-term presenteeism is more likely to be imposed, 
and it particularly affects workers without job security. Medical studies 
associate this with pathogenic pressures, great psychological distress, de-
pression, and substance abuse, as well as other serious health problems.

The cycle of burnout and being overworked is enabled through the 
threat of job loss. Job insecurity is reinforced through the threat of out-
sourcing to emerging countries, through the mobility of capital, and be-
cause of the young workforce of the game industry. These workers are 
keen to get their foot in the door. The mean age of employees is low but 
rising: in 2019, 37 percent of workers were between twenty-five and 
thirty-four years old (Weststar, Kwan, and Kumar 2019, 12), while it was 
62 percent in 2014. Only the future can tell whether a large part of those 
workers will leave the industry as they age, citing the wear and tear on 
their bodies.

To mitigate against job insecurity, VgDs must have a strong portfolio 
and a strong reputation, and be willing to be nationally and internation-
ally mobile. Threatening to leave for a rival firm is a known strategy to 
obtain a wage increase. This threat works best if you have a good repu-
tation, which is based on a portfolio of professional successes, rare and 
valued skills, promising ideas, technical exploits, and strong personal 
relationships:

 One must really pay attention to one’s reputation in this field. 
Because people shift a lot from one firm to another, we all know 
each other—I know the animators of almost all the companies in 
Montreal and around, and that’s how we find jobs, it’s really from 
contacts, so, you have to be careful. (F-03-18-U-13-06-08-01-07).

However, behaviours that enhance reputation pose risks to health and 
private life. As we have seen in Chapter 2, reputation is enhanced by 
a willingness to participate in the team effort and put in crunch time. 
When recruiting or assigning people to coveted decision-making pos-
itions (such as that of lead designer or artistic director), producers take 
into account that the most prestigious projects often require overtime 
(see Chapter 9). Developers can be facetious when talking about the 
downward mobility of people who do not play along—one interviewee 
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joked that refusal to work overtime would soon result in their being as-
signed to work on a stupid game about dogs—and they know the system 
of retention and advancement:

 Absolutely [I can refuse to work overtime]. It’s very much 
frowned upon and, as I say, there are a lot of internal projects and 
pretty soon I will probably be working on a game of dogs or other 
things like that. Still, people know each other, and so they’ll want 
to try to get those they know are hard working and all that. (H-06- 
13-U-19-06-08-01-07)

 Whether you like it or not … there are interviews even if you’re 
an insider. For the projects, there is your reputation, and there is a 
follow-up and references: “I’d like to get him for my project…” I’ve 
had a number of interviews on each side of the table, so I see how 
this works. (H-06-13-U-19-06-08-01-07)

The reputational system also constrains the ability to seek legal redress 
for overtime pay:

 We admit that the employer does not have the right to oblige me 
to work overtime. But … personally, I want the game to be good. I 
want this because, after, that gives us and the company a reputa-
tion … if, after, I’m looking for another job. So, even if my employer 
does not make me, somehow it is almost obligatory. It’s good that 
he doesn’t tell me that I have to work overtime but it’s rather in-
sinuated or… you know, it’s unspoken. (H-05-16-W-09-06-01-07)

 But you tell yourself all the time: if it’s the company against me, 
you say I would really like to contest it, but, on the other hand, I’m 
never getting a good reputation because it’s surely going to become 
public. … It’s such a small industry, everyone knows everyone else, 
so that that company will know that I took action against my [prior] 
company, that I caused trouble, so maybe they won’t want to hire 
me if they know that. If ever I take action, I might be forced to go 
and look for work outside the country or outside Montreal. (F-10-12- 
U-12-05-08-01-07) 

In short, working overtime is rewarded, boosts the status of developers, 
and allows them to succeed in a job market in which mobility is required. 
Conversely, refusing overtime work can mean that a developer is denied 
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those benefits through informal sanctioning processes. Some referred to 
the “dark side” of overtime work, a rampant threat of exclusion for those 
who consider refusing crunch-time work. Some described studios that 
sent blatant messages that there was an obligation to stay late at the of-
fice, for instance, by sending emails during the night blaming those who 
left work. Others learned through other means: 

 No, there was no disciplinary sanction for refusing overtime; as I 
say, the worst is peer pressure. When I was refusing to work over-
time, they were back asking me again next time to work overtime, 
and again, and again. I was never set apart. On the other hand, 
when the time came to fill a job … I can swear to you that my appli-
cation was on the bottom of the pile! It’s not me who had done the 
most overtime; that’s it. I was not as dedicated, as much “going all 
out for the company” as others because I had self-respect. (Trans-
lated from French) (m-19-10-m-I-17-7-13-13-10-12-mSO)

This is the implicit rule that forbids leaving before the team lead does, 
because one “leads by example” and cannot let the team down. These 
observations are wrapped up in an ongoing coercive narrative that is 
powerful enough to become normative. It fosters self-discipline and 
makes managerial discipline superfluous. The peer group is a key link 
in the employment network that is essential to a developer’s internal and 
external mobility, because of the importance of information about avail-
able jobs and recommendations for hiring (Legault and Ouellet 2012). It 
is no less important than one’s portfolio and the employer performance 
appraisal.

In this way, VgDs face collectively constructed workplace norms and 
symbolic meanings of time that “act as a guide for appropriate behav-
iours” and do not allow for “free choice” (Rose 2016, 18). If people choose 
a work-time arrangement that goes against what is socially accepted and 
expected in the environment, they “demonstrate deviant behaviour in 
relation to the accepted temporal practices in that workplace” and “may 
rightly fear negative repercussions as a result” (Rose 2016, 19). As such, 
VgDs who greatly value family life, or who have already faced health 
concerns, are often led to re-evaluate their priorities and to envisage less 
strategic and prestigious positions that allow for a balance of professional 
and personal objectives. Women are particularly targeted by these in-
formal group cultures since they tend to bear the responsibility for chil-
dren and more often ask for private/work-time balance (Everingham 
2002; Perlow 2012; Perlow and Kelly 2014; Perlow, Mazmanian, and 
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Hansen 2017; Walby 2011; Watts 2009). In the end, reputational systems 
play a key role not only in decisions about working time, but also in indi-
vidual decisions regarding maternity and paternity leave.

The Expected Commitment to Work Is Short-Lived but 
Very Demanding

de Peuter (2011) captured contemporary project-based knowledge work-
ers in the concept of the “precog,” a contracted term for “precarious” and 
“cognitive” labour:

Precogs are characterized by the following traits: self-driven, pas-
sionate, commitment to work; willingness to work for nothing; per-
petual and personally financed reskilling; habituation to material 
insecurity; obsessive networking, bold enterprising behavior … the 
precog is a pragmatic adjustment to flexploitation. (6)

A commitment to work occupies a central place in the narratives of 
VgDs, even while it is secretly denounced as detrimental to private and 
family life. It is praised as ambition by industry proselytes of this norma-
tive framework (Bulut 2020a, 31). When reputation is the normative con-
trol mechanism, it becomes a priority to avoid the “killjoy” reputation 
that characterizes “the undesirable, disposable citizen” who wishes to 
enjoy their private life (Bulut 2020a, 26). The individual responsibilities 
of workers in a project environment are as great as those of an entrepre-
neur because they are indeed entrepreneurs of their own careers. In fact, 
VgDs will never need to satisfy any manager as much as they need the 
project to succeed: they are client-oriented first.

Because of fierce competition among would-be developers, newcomers 
are familiar with the need to make a performance of dedication and high 
commitment from the start. They buy into hard working conditions with 
the hope that performance under those conditions will lead to better pay, 
better positions, high profile projects, and so on.

Bulut (2020a, 124) focuses on “cruel optimism” among testers, while 
Ozimek (2019b) characterizes the work of testers using Kuehn and Corri-
gan’s (2013, 10) similar concept of “hope labour.” In truth, these concepts 
can apply broadly to VgDs who quite rapidly start to offer some “un- or 
under-compensated work carried out in the present, often for experience 
or exposure, in the hope that future employment opportunities may fol-
low.” They operate as if they are making an investment that will pay off 
for deserving workers in a meritocracy. The cruelty of such optimism 
lies in the fact that “hope is such a powerful tool because, cultivated in 
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specific ways, it facilitates identification with exploitative forces rather 
than the assertion of one’s own interests” (Bulut 2020a, 138, quoting To-
kumitsu 2015, 960).

The “cruel optimism” of the “hope labour” is the cynical counterpart 
to the “passionate” rhetoric of game development and its celebratory ac-
counts of people doing their work because they love it, rather than for 
reward (see Chapter 3), and of the “labour of love” and “playbour” dis-
courses discussed earlier in this chapter and in the Introduction. They 
highlight the imbalance between commitment and the protections af-
forded. When the practice of crunch time becomes institutionalized and 
normalized, what is pictured as self-imposed pressure can be a confusing 
notion, because what can be explained as a “self-driven” propensity to 
put in the time might stem from an internalization of the general career 
progress system enforced in studios:

 It’s full of people who are passionate about their jobs. That’s un-
fortunately taken advantage of by some companies that use that to 
make you work longer hours, but everyone who wants to be there 
is there because they love it, because it is a hard job. It takes a lot of 
you, it takes a lot of time, people burn out. You … have to really love 
it, because you can make a lot more money doing the same thing 
somewhere else. I think as a community, and as a group of people 
and as an industry that exists, it is the best place to work. (F-12-20- 
m-E-03-12-13-16-02)

 I tend to be quite passionate about what I do in life and I’ll keep 
going with that until something dissuades me otherwise. As a re-
sult … it’s kind of implied or there’s pressure that I should stay at 
work. I usually stay because I want to advance myself and I will 
put in the time to show that I’m worth the advancement, you 
know? And also just because I’m dedicated to projects I work on. 
(F-18-02-T-g-10-04-14-05-13-LT) 

The costs and risks of such a strategy are shifted to the individual, who 
may be deprived of wages to no avail. VgDs—and testers even more so—
struggle on with scarcely any protection, hoping that they will not col-
lapse, burn out, or lose their job, and that they will have enough savings 
or helpful friends to compensate for any lost income. As developers gain 
experience, they become more critical of the invasiveness of their work:

 I have trouble seeing myself working until I’m fifty-five or sixty 
in this field, a kind of aging adolescent. There’s the stress that 
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comes with it, but I don’t know if it’s just because we’re one of the 
first generations to do it for a long time. … Then there’s also the fact 
that now there are people coming in who are five, ten, fifteen years 
younger than me … twenty-five-year-olds who are super happy to 
be in the field because they go home and all they do is play video-
games and they have no life, no kids. It’s two totally different real-
ities. (m-06-15-m-W-20-11-14-13-15-19-mSO)

Across the surveys, VgDs were asked whether any sacrifices they made 
for the job were worth it. They seem increasingly less inclined to toler-
ate the sacrifices asked of them, working against the passion argument, 
and less prone to stay at work and do overtime of their own free will or 
initiative.

Working Time as a Source of Physical Health Risk: Where Do We Call 
for Dinner, Team?

Besides their material insecurity, game developers face considerable 
health risks that are largely tied to the long hours and the “crunch time” 
culture (Legault and Ouellet 2012; Legault and Weststar 2017). As we will 
explore more in Chapter 9, unlimited, unpaid overtime (UUO) is by far 
the biggest problem mentioned by VgDs. The high-commitment ethos 
and the “iron triangle” constraint of the “closed budget envelope” created 
by project management results in extreme working time regimes regard-
ing both the amount of working time and its unpredictability (Blagoev et 
al. 2018; O’Carroll 2015; O’Riain 2000; Reid 2015). UUO is a risk factor for 
accidents and disorders attributable to fatigue, from burnout to more ser-
ious conditions (Amar 2007; Burke 2009; Burke and Fiskenbaum 2009; 
I. Campbell 2002a, 2002b; Dembe 2009; Jacobs and Gerson 2001; Kanai 
2009; Legault and Belarbi-Basbous 2006; Legault and Chasserio 2014; 
Pereira 2009).

Research in occupational health has made significant progress based 
on the demand-control model (Karasek and Theorell 1990), a theoretical 
apparatus that enables international and intersectoral comparisons of 
stress-related work problems. In accordance with this model, a greater 
workload (quantitatively and qualitatively, physical and mental) coupled 
with less job control leads to an increase in workers’ stress, but social sup-
port and job recognition can attenuate the pernicious effects (Gonzalez- 
Mulé and Cockburn 2017; Pinto, Dawood, and Pinto 2014). Job control re-
fers to control over decision-making: the ability to use your skills to solve 
an issue or technical problem, and the ability to choose how and when 
to do your work and take part in making decisions about it (Karasek and 
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Theorell 1990). Job control is very important to mental health because it 
can serve as a buffer against a quantitative or qualitative work overload, 
yet it is cruelly lacking in project situations.

Among VgDs, being overworked has both physical effects, due to long 
hours, and psychological effects, as developers are encouraged to become 
subjects who are proactive, individually responsible, passionate, flexible, 
and good team members. This is both quantitative and qualitative, as you 
not only have to work your allotted hours, you must also make the pro-
ject succeed in the end. To meet their obligation of results (see Chapter 2), 
project employees rely mostly on putting in more working time. It is a 
powerful pressure towards self-discipline and self-regulation.

As we see in responses to questions about job demands and job control 
in the 2014 and 2019 surveys, the work of game development is far from 
the ideal of an open-ended creative sandbox driven by artistic rhythms 
(see Table 4.9).

Such considerable demands are not always counterbalanced by 
decision-making power in terms of the organization of the work, and 
never with respect to attendance at work or arranging work hours. 
Among professional, technical, and artistic fields, we assume that jobs 
come with commensurate control over the work process. However, 
VgDs do not enjoy much job control (Legault and Weststar 2017). Firstly, 
this is due to the pervasive control of the client, publisher, or funder (see 
Chapters 2, 3, and 6), and secondly, to constraints of working in often 
large interdisciplinary teams coordinated from above under the princi-
ples of project management, a discipline that has its own provisions to 
pursue efficiency and control uncertainty (Fournier and Grey 2000; see 

Table 4.9 
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to perceptions of job demands and job 
control (2014 and 2019)

Agree Neutral Disagree

2014 2019 2014 2019 2014 2019

I have creative freedom in my work. 58 65 20 18 21 17

I often do not know what is going on 
outside of my immediate work area.

44 43 22 18 35 38

I never finish one thing before I’m 
pulled away to do something else.

30 34 25 26 45 40

I have more work to do than time to 
do it.

49 57 30 19 20 24

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2014, 2019
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also Chapters 2 and 3). The game production process is planned by pro-
ducers and then broken down into tasks, often of very short duration, 
parcelled out to various workers. As a result, these workers do not gen-
erally have an overview of the game design and see themselves, in some 
ways, as mere “doers.” One of our interviewees was blunt about the lack 
of stimulation, variety, and scope in his current job: “I take the game and 
I see whether the blue princess was put in the right place. It’s pretty pas-
sive” (m-12-16-13-m-B-24-10-13-13-19-15-JL).

Some VgDs enjoy some job control in certain postings, but most have 
more of an alleged and circumscribed control, coupled with a huge 
responsibility for success. This should not be confused with autonomy. 
Instead, it is a weapon that can be used against them if a project fails, 
which increases the stress attributable to feeling powerless.

This risk of “overuse” increases with regular overtime, whether paid or 
not (Vézina et al. 2011, 97). Researchers in the French school of “psycho-
dynamics of work” have referred to the notion of the “overuse” of work-
ers (Dejours 2000), using it first to explain musculoskeletal disorders in 
terms of the wear and tear incurred from the excessive use of some bio-
logical functions. The concept is now also applied to mental and psycho-
logical functions to explain permanent stress, depression, psychosomatic 
disorders, psychological decompensation, workaholism, and burnout. 
VgDs suffer from both: musculoskeletal disorders related to the use of 
computers and psychological overuse. Given the constant pace of work, 
respondents fear fatigue, and wear and tear:

 But I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be accepted as a 
legit member of staff. … You see this old man walking to the door, 
it’s like, “Oh dear.” So, that’s the sad aspect of it. There’s also the 
burnout aspect. It’s like, “Can I keep this up for as long as I am?” 
… I actually interviewed this one guy back in the UK, must have 
been about seven or eight years ago, and his resumé was amaz-
ing. It’s like, “Oh my God, he’s worked on everything that I love. 
This guy must be an awesome coder…” But he was washed out. He 
couldn’t answer any of my questions. … I felt like he was tired and 
just couldn’t do it anymore. And shit, is this what’s going to happen 
to me? (m-14-15-V-N-21-10-14-14-26-AD)

Excessive demand may also result from a VgD being given multiple 
assignments on competing projects. Our data suggest that this is the case 
for 40 to 60 percent of developers, regardless of whether they are sal-
aried employees, freelancers, or self-employed (Weststar and Legault 
2015, 2016; Weststar, O’Meara, and Legault 2018; Weststar, Kwan, and 
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Kumar 2019). As a result, they end up working longer hours, nights, and 
weekends, at the office or at home. There is a high risk of role ambigu-
ity and conflict in such a situation in which VgDs are often left on their 
own with the difficult task of arbitrating between competing responsibil-
ities. Whereas the natural rhythm of a project would normally allow for 
a break after delivery, professionals working on more than one project 
do not get a break, because the end of one project may coincide with the 
critical phase of another. Emerging research also points to the increased 
risk of being overworked that comes with the new “live” games or games-
as-a-service production model, in which there is no defined project end 
date (Weststar and Dubois 2022).

To sum up, when workers are subject to a constant stream of challen-
ges and the project is understaffed in order to “to eliminate dead periods” 
and maximize time worked, they suffer from high job demands coupled 
with limited real job control. This leads to an increase in workers’ physio-
logical and psychological stress, which is not always attenuated by job 
recognition, and which runs the risk of making them ill. Research find-
ings on the specific occupational health risks of VgDs are scarce—most 
existing health research is focused on young (extreme) gamers (Huard 
Pelletier et al. 2020) or consists of general studies of high screen use and 
sedentary occupational tasks. This lack of specific research and advo-
cacy considerably constrains progress on protection.

Working Time as a Source of Social Health Risk: No Country for Parents!

The pressure resulting from long working hours and unpredictable 
schedules beyond one’s control (Legault and Weststar 2015b) jeopardizes 
social life and creates an imbalance between work and private life that, in 
turn, has an impact on both mental health (ISQ 2013) and physical health, 
including life expectancy (Gonzalez-Mulé and Cockburn 2017; K. Pow-
ell 2017). Moreover, each pregnancy and parental leave constitutes lost 
momentum in the constant learning and updating process (more under 
“Work as a Privileged Training Venue,” below).

While we can see that taking time for oneself and for one’s social life 
has gained legitimacy, the pressure to sacrifice one’s family life to work 
in this environment still prevails. The simple fact of having a family is 
known to be an inconvenience and a disadvantage for VgDs. In 2014, 
we asked whether VgDs were worried that time spent with their family 
could hinder their advancement or professional progression. Though 
half said no, 32 percent did have these worries, and 18 percent selected 
“neither agree nor disagree.” This proportion was slightly lower in the 
2019 data, in which 24 percent were worried and 19 percent neither 
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agreed nor disagreed. Studio management demands a level of flexibility 
from VgDs that is difficult to reconcile with family life:

 Yeah, [having a family] would definitely be difficult. I mean, I 
see a lot of people at my studio who are exactly at that point now, 
where they have kids and spouses. And it does seem to be a bit of 
a struggle with the hours and the uncertainty of it all. Because, of 
course, they don’t know for sure if they’re staying late; that can be 
hard. And your job sort of depends sometimes on you putting in 
extra hours, which I think can be very difficult with a family. (F-11-
23-V-U-24-09-13-10-23 Sm)

Given the fact that those who are not worried might be nulliparous (that 
is, not having children), this is a rather dramatic finding. Consistently, 
in 2014, more than half of VgDs surveyed were partnered (22 percent) 
or married (35 percent), but 38 percent were still single. It can also be 
seen that throughout the entire study period (2004 to 2019), parents are 
a minority among a mostly nulliparous group, with a slight increase in 
2019 (see Table 4.10 in the Data Appendix). In 2014 and 2019, a minority 
of the parents had young children (see Table 4.11 in the Data Appendix).

The intensity of work cuts into free time, and VgDs who are parents 
are unhappy that their personal lives suffer. They do not have enough 
time for themselves, for everyday living (Legault and Weststar 2015a, 
108–16). Their families and friends are frustrated that work takes up all 
their free time (Peticca-Harris, Weststar, and McKenna 2015). Across 
the surveys there is a consistent majority who feel that they are always 
behind, both at work and at home, with never enough time for either (see 
Table 4.12 in the Data Appendix).

In 2014, we asked VgDs whether they were worried that time spent 
with family could hinder their advancement or the progress of their ca-
reers. Though half said no, 32 percent did have these worries and 18 per-
cent selected “neither agree nor disagree.” This proportion was slightly 
lower in the 2019 data, in which 24 percent were worried and 19 percent 
neither agreed nor disagreed.

Having a child is an employment risk for women who leave the work-
force for pregnancy. The right to parental leave is acknowledged, but in 
practice it is not a priority because it can get in the way of the needs of 
the project. Some (larger) studios, offer employment stability in this case. 
Yet even when maintaining their employment relationship, pregnant 
women risk the disapproval of producers or peers. It is hard to fit a preg-
nancy leave around a project, and it is difficult to schedule and plan for 
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a replacement. Depending on the context surrounding the leave, such a 
decision can diminish the trust of peers, and thus cause a rupture in the 
their network, limiting their opportunities in the replacement process. 
We have seen how the “emergency” context of projects requires a high 
level of commitment, in terms of intensity, personal engagement, and 
time dedicated to work:

Structurally, research has also pointed to the preponderance of 
youthful, able-bodied people in these fields, marked gender in-
equalities, high levels of educational achievement … and to the rela-
tive lack of caring responsibilities undertaken by people involved 
in this kind of creative work in ways that might lend support to 
Beck’s arguments about individualization as a “compulsion,” the 
drive in capitalism towards a moment in which subjects can work 
unfettered by relationships or family. (Gill and Pratt 2008, 21)

The industry is not structured to be supportive of home and family 
lives, and fosters a working time regime that relies heavily on the do-
mestic and reproductive labour of the partners and spouses of developers 
(Bulut 2020a; Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 2009, 63; Peticca-Harris, 
Weststar, and McKenna 2015). Developers resort to individualized solu-
tions that draw on their positions of privilege—a stay-at-home spouse, 
paid care, the support of extended family members, negotiated flexible 
hours, or a progressive employer. It is much more difficult for women 
than it is for men, as Bulut (2020a) explains, because women are sel-
dom able to count on a stay-at-home spouse, which can be a key factor to 
maintaining a family life.

Finally, while career advancement often requires a propensity to re-
locate for work, a worker may refuse employment opportunities out 
of consideration of their family life. Moving abroad for work while the 
family stays at home is not an easy solution either. In this, parents face 
greater mobility hurdles than nulliparous workers. These factors add up 
to create significant barriers in an industry in which both professional 
and pay advancement rely on mobility, commitment, and sacrifice. Long 
and unpredictable working hours push some VgDs—mostly women—
to leave the industry as a protective measure when they have children. 
People who enjoy or need private time, particularly mothers of young 
children, are often compelled to desert project-based fields (Chasserio 
and Legault 2009; Legault and Chasserio 2012). This consideration was 
top of mind for many developers; for one male developer, children were 
not part of his plan:
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 It’s a young people’s industry, too; I mean, if you have family and 
children and stuff, and, you know, you think you’re going to be 
working long hours a lot of the time, then that’s definitely some-
thing to take into consideration. … I don’t really plan on having 
kids. (m-16-05-V-E-24-09-13-10-23-JT)

The longer they stay in the industry, the more trapped they become be-
cause their resumés become too slanted toward games to allow a shift in 
career, even to a related job. This risk is higher with more specialized jobs:

 There are days when I’d chuck it all in, but the thing is, my experi-
ence is really in videogames. I don’t know if I’d be able to [transfer] 
that experience to another field. … I look into it when I start getting 
sick of it all. (m-06-15-m-W-20-11-14-13-15-19-mSO)

Having a family can also mean that a worker may not consider filling a 
higher-level job because of the longer hours of work required. Some seek 
employment at studios where they know the work is more reasonable, 
but this choice represents career compromises, as this work is often in 
less glamorous sectors of the industry—educational games, games for 
hire, or advertising—or part of studios whose focus is not just on games.

Teamwork Is Not Negotiable

A recurrent theme in contemporary game development practice relates 
to “knowledge architecture” and the flow of ideas in game production. 
This includes the inspiration of original game ideas (Hagen 2012), how 
ideas transform during the process (Tschang and Szczypula 2006), and 
how ideas are formed in the interplay between different development 
groups (Cohendet and Simon 2007; Lê, Massé, and Paris 2013; Simon 
2006; Wang and Nordmark 2015). The creative endeavours in game de-
velopment involve collaboration:

The sources of creativity, as well as efficiency at [the studio], rely 
on a subtle alchemy among communities of scriptwriters, game- 
designers, graphic artists, sound designers, software programmers 
and even testers. The team is important for the creative process. 
(Cohendet and Simon 2007, 591)

The auteur tradition, which is strong in the movie industry, has 
very limited support in the game industry … the empirical studies 
on game development provide a relatively uniform picture: that 
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creativity is achieved through a collaborative, test-driven process. 
(Marklund et al. 2019, 188)

The unpredictability and changing nature of requirements necessi-
tates iterative working processes (Schmalz, Finn, and Taylor 2014). Con-
stant team communication (Land and Wilson 2006; Tran and Biddle 
2008) and testing (Cohendet and Simon 2007; Kasurinen, Maglyas, and 
Smolander 2014; Tran and Biddle 2008; Walfisz, Zackariasson, and Wil-
son 2006) are essential—though costly—means of scoping out and identi-
fying requirements as production progresses.

Conflicts may occur among designers, artists, and programmers be-
cause game designers and artists, on the creative side, generally try to 
include features that improve the gameplay and the overall look and 
feel of the game, but that present challenges for the technical side to im-
plement. The latter may come to distrust their peers, whose creativity 
could seem detached from realistic implementation (Alves, Ramalho, 
and Damasceno 2007; Bulut 2020a: 18; Kasurinen and Smolander 2014; 
Simon 2006; Stacey and Nandhakumar 2009). The final game is inevit-
ably the result of trade-offs among creative design and technical, budget, 
and platform constraints (Alves, Ramalho, and Damasceno 2007, 279; 
Marklund et al. 2019, 191).

In such a conflict-prone environment, team cohesion and interdisci-
plinary collaboration are paramount in the success of the development 
process: it has been argued that frequent and open knowledge sharing 
(Cohendet and Simon 2007; Llerena, Burger-Helmchen, and Cohen-
det 2009) and continuous informal dialogue (Tran and Biddle 2008) 
are more realistic strategies than planning (Cohendet and Simon 2007; 
Murphy-Hill, Zimmermann, and Nagappan 2014; Tran and Biddle 2008; 
Wang and Nordmark 2015).

However, there are many barriers to (indispensable) knowledge shar-
ing. Given that knowledge evolves rapidly and is not widely codified and 
documented, VgDs have access to it through informal communication 
networks, as long as they are willing to share it. Ideally, they do so within 
the project team and their studio. In terms of personnel management, 
this means that the conditions of knowledge sharing must be clearly 
established.

Knowledge management can remain informal or be formal. A formal 
system could be a pool of knowledge to which employees are expected to 
contribute, post-mortem analyses of projects, or a logbook. Nevertheless, 
knowledge-management systems persistently face implementation chal-
lenges in which workers must be urged to contribute to management- 
controlled pools, particularly among the knowledge workers in the 
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private sector (Legault 2008; Pemsel, Müller, and Söderlund 2016). 
Knowledge-pooling plans encourage employees who do not a priori feel 
an affinity for one another or for working together, who may feel they are 
working toward purposes that escape them, or who do not ensure any 
reciprocity in the exchange of knowledge (Robertson, Scarbrough, and 
Swan 2003; Robertson and O’Malley Hammersley 2000; Swan, Scar-
brough, and Robertson 2002). Unlike employer-driven initiatives, com-
munities of practice are peer-to-peer practices in which the group keeps 
control over the content as well as the spread of the exchanges; experts 
know to whom and to what extent they are disclosing vital information. 
Consequently, communities of practice have more success among practi-
tioners subjected to competition in the job market.

Of course, VgDs commonly share knowledge within project teams and 
with peers throughout the course of their work, without keeping any 
written record or putting anything at managers’ disposal. However, shar-
ing is subjected to discretionary decision-making and workers’ individ-
ual quirks. While some experienced developers claim that the industry’s 
rigid IP regime produces “cultures of secrecy” among VgDs and prevents 
a collaborative and sharing-based work culture (O’Donnell 2014, 12–20), 
the importance of competition and of reputation are worth noting as well 
(Bulut 2020a, 166). A very specific and sophisticated body of knowledge 
is what makes a VgD valuable in the job market, in which their know-
how and problem-solving skills confer upon them a position within the 
organization and constitute a significant tradable asset (Scarbrough 1999, 
11–12). As the issue of know-how is crucial to mobile VgDs when bar-
gaining over their wages, it is not surprising to see them protect their 
exclusive and (relatively) hermetic knowledge.

Indeed, the motivation to contribute to the employer’s “knowledge 
bank” is far less than the motivation towards client satisfaction (Alves-
son 2000, 1,109–11).

Work as a Privileged Training Venue

For VgDs, as in the cultural industry broadly, the benefits of exposure 
to diverse projects and production challenges are extremely valuable 
(Bellini et al. 2018, 3). This is the standard way of increasing one’s know-
ledge, problem-solving capacity, experience, and overall reputational 
worth. When VgDs are looking for a new project, one of their selection 
criteria is often the extent of professional development involved. They 
tend to prefer an assignment that will serve their need to learn, not just 
make use of their acquired skills.
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In principle, the HR department (if present) bears responsibility for 
the organization’s long-term survival, while the producer focuses on a 
project’s immediate success (Palm and Lindahl 2015). Yet these interests 
often clash, notably when producers face an emergency. Given the para-
mount importance of projects, producers often enjoy the upper hand. 
Many a producer will insist on retaining a developer for their current 
skills, regardless of the developmental opportunities that may arise. This 
introduces a professional development dilemma in which the interests 
of the developer and the producer diverge radically. Such barriers to ad-
vancement are a common motivation for VgDs to leave a job.

The process of project assignment becomes highly competitive and 
can give rise to confrontations and behaviours of zealous commitment. 
High stakes are reinforced because VgDs are part of the high-tech sector 
in which the risk of obsolescence is pervasive (Tarnoff 2018). Poor job 
assignments compound the risk of obsolescence. VgDs have “no choice” 
but to keep up with the “extremely exponential” changes in the industry 
or risk becoming “old fogeys” (m-12-16-04-m-W-10-10-13-13-19-15-JL):

 I think it’s a tech-related field; there’s a lot of importance being 
placed on being young, because being young is often associated 
with being innovative, so I think that may eventually become an 
issue. … But I also know well-established people in the game indus-
try, who are in their early to mid-forties, and they’re very highly 
regarded and respected, so… (F-03-07-V-F-12-19-13-14-26-LT)

Ambitious VgDs do everything they can to get assigned to the most 
prestigious projects with the best opportunities for learning. This atti-
tude reinforces the cycle of mobility in the industry:

 I think working on a bunch of different genres and types of games 
and different projects themselves is really important, and I think 
that working with a lot of different studios is really important as 
well, because the quicker you can get used to working with differ-
ent types of people and different types of demands, I feel this en-
sures career longevity. (F-01-19-V-B-27-11-13-14-26-PB)

Developers are continually weighing the risks and rewards of signing on 
to or staying with certain projects:

 The other risk is, in this industry, if you’re developing an exper-
tise in one area, it means you could be pigeonholing yourself. So, if 
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you’re working on social games, and you know a lot about that, it 
could be very difficult getting a job doing anything else. (m-05-07-V- 
m-26-11-13-14-26-PB)

 Sometimes, foreseeing the direction [technology] will change in 
means that if you misjudge that direction, you could be accepting a 
job or working on a project that is going to have no legs. Meaning, 
you’re working on a project for a year, two years, and then by the 
time you’re ready to ship or launch, the platform or the technology 
is obsolete, and the newest and the greatest thing that has come out 
is totally different. That’s definitely a risk. (m-05-07-V-m-26-11-13- 
14-26-PB)

Employment insecurity and fear of obsolescence are compounded by 
aging. Though the industry’s workforce is slowly aging, the stigma of 
age manifested itself among our interviewees. A large share of develop-
ers worried about their capability to succeed in the industry as an older 
worker:

 I’m an old person in this industry. And I don’t know whether 
there’s a stigma attached to an old person. So, I went to this one 
interview, and I completely breezed through the interview; it was 
the simplest questions. But the guy interviewing me was just out 
of college; he was twenty something. … And I was thinking: I’m 
obviously going to get an offer, and I didn’t. … I’m guessing I wasn’t 
considered because maybe I was too old or “have [an] attitude 
problem.” I don’t know. That’s something you can do when you 
ask someone, “Would you want to work with this guy?” and he’s, 
like, “No I don’t think so.” And you can’t really get a way into that 
interview process. … I’m wondering if this is going to be a problem 
for me because the games industry is very young. (m-14-15-V-N-21- 
10-14-14-26-AD)

An industry based on youthful activities, a high degree of socialization, 
and shared cultural touch points (Weststar 2015) can be hard to access 
for people who may be perceived as being unable to “fit in,” due to their 
socio-demographic characteristics. Discretionary hiring processes ex-
acerbate this risk (see Chapter 6). Another interviewee said that more ex-
perienced workers can demand higher pay than younger workers, and 
this may explain resistance to hiring them:

 You can’t really be a programmer at fifty. I’m getting close to 
forty, and forty to fifty is, like… I have to move into management 
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or it’s going to be really hard for me to find work. Because my rate 
will be really high and then it always boils down to what we could 
hire… You know… one other person who’s just barely made senior 
and four juniors for your rate, so… You have to move into manage-
ment. (m-19-20-T-m-22-05-14-05-13-JT)

In this way, the tendency in game studios to hire on demand can work 
for some senior and highly specialized developers who are picked up for 
specific tasks on specific projects. However, the higher price tag is often 
not worth it for management when faced with a large reserve of young, 
malleable labour, particularly for non-specialist roles. The industry’s at-
titude toward age and aging still reflects a very young mindset. For some 
of our respondents, the reference point for “old” was just forty years, and, 
to them, it seemed a novelty that forty-year-olds could still do their jobs:

 I would like to work in this industry as long as I can. … But this 
industry is so … new that we don’t have retirees—seniors, right? 
And so, by the time we’re all forty, we might still be working—be 
relevant, right? … The oldest people I’ve ever worked with were on 
the cusp of forty, and so … in my head it’s, like, “Oh God, when I hit 
forty…” … There are certain people who are over forty who work in 
this industry and do their jobs perfectly. (F-07-04-T-X-27-05-14-04- 
11-JT)

Conclusion

In this chapter, we have challenged the portrait of the passionate de-
veloper who is not working so much as “playbouring” (Kücklich 2005) 
in a stimulating environment that is a flagship of the anti-bureaucratic 
movement. Though not always happy, VgDs are supposed to engage 
in projects as an entrepreneur might, rather than bearing the plight of 
adversarial relationships with exploitative employers. They exemplify 
what Neff (2012) has called “venture labour,”3 with the VgI becoming a 
flagship of the “creativity dispositif” that has “bypassed normal work en-
titlements” (McRobbie 2018, 146; see also Larusso 2019, for discussion of 
the “entreprecariat”).

But VgDs have many working problems. Based on the democratic aim 
of citizenship at work, the demographic structure in the VgI shows that 

3. The term “venture labour” refers to the coined term “venture capital” and its inherent risk 
component. It also refers to the adoption of entrepreneurial values by non-entrepreneurs, 
telling the tale of workers in the New York internet industry during the 1990s and the begin-
ning of the 21st century, who embraced the inherent risk of the trade as something as “cool” 
and “desirable” as an adventure.
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women and members of racialized groups face obstacles that make them 
stand out as second-class citizens in the VgI. They are underrepresented, 
they lack critical mass, and they face overt discrimination, including ha-
rassment (see Chapter 10).

VgDs put up with “rampant crunch time due to bad management, the 
discourse of passion normalizing overwork and self-exploitation, lack of 
studio stability, large-scale contract employment, unpaid overtime, lack 
of comprehensive health care and poor crediting practices” (Arndt 2018). 
These features put them at risk of losing their job, their employability, 
and eventually their income.

Besides observing these problems, we noted that VgDs must cope with 
discretionary decision-making, a lack of equity and diversity, waiving 
their IP, health-related problems, and poor coverage when retirement 
comes. 

Flexibility practices and the playful studio are often a guise through 
which neo-normative managerial control mechanisms impose self- 
regulation on game workers. This self-regulation, indeed, is not imposed 
from above, but is rather part of the project management professional 
ethos that VgDs claim to embody (Legault and Chasserio 2012). The re-
quirement that they be highly mobile means they are considerably de-
pendent on their network of immediate and future colleagues, clients, 
and managers to secure a position, get training to maintain current and 
future employability, and keep an eye on future job prospects to stay “on 
top” in the relentless placement process. In this they are individuals, and 
they lack protection. Their market value depends on their use value for 
clients and teams. They are forced to consent and commit to “given” con-
ditions in their environment, while the real decision-maker remains out 
of reach in a financialized context.

What about citizenship at work in such a context? Do VgDs have ac-
cess to any of the four key objects of industrial citizenship (see Table 1.1) 
to mitigate these risks or shape different alternatives? VgDs are very 
mobile—can they be citizens in any workplace? Could they be citizens 
in their industry or trade? These questions will be interrogated across 
Chapters 5 to 10, paying attention to the specific objects (that is, the risks 
and issues that are addressed), subjects (that is, the VgDs who have cit-
izenship with respect to these risks), and domains (that is, which risks 
and issues are relevant to having a meaningful and participatory voice, 
which VgDs have access to that voice, and which territories facilitate 
that voice?).
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Are Game Developers Protected against 
Employment Risks?

In the previous chapter, we reviewed some important factors relating to 
the risk of losing employment income that are germane to VgDs. These 
help us to understand that project-based workers like VgDs face risks 
in a unique way when compared to employees in bureaucratic organiz-
ations. They have the same potential objects of citizenship in that they 
encounter similar events (firing or layoffs, occupational injury or illness, 
pregnancy, parenting, or retirement), but they do not face them at the 
same pace, nor in the same context. This means that these workers may 
cope with these risks in different ways and encounter different domains 
of citizenship (or not) regarding protection and recourse.

Historically, the share of risk individually assumed by workers has 
been limited by the establishment of permanent, full-time employ-
ment with a single employer and by the institutional developments of 
major legislative protection, collective bargaining, and a social safety net 
funded by income taxes and/or contributions by employers and workers. 
In this the responsibility for providing protection against the risk of lost 
income has been shared by employers, employees, and the state. Now, 
against the backdrop of the new corporate context described in this book, 
employers are looking for more “employment flexibility,” that is, more 
“at-will employment,” and hiring and firing according to business needs.

Centring on the first object of citizenship (see Table 1.1), this chapter 
examines how risk is distributed along the value chain in the project- 
based work environment of videogame development and evaluates the 
resources on which VgDs rely for protection against the various risks of 
lost income outlined in Chapter 4: physical and psychosocial risks, preg-
nancy and parenthood, aging, and unemployment.

A Theoretical Framework of Risk Transfer

Both the technological services sector and the game development sec-
tor experience a high level of commercial risk in a competitive inter-
national market characterized by constant innovation and capricious 

chaPter 5
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clients. Organizational forms have undergone a profound ideological 
change, from bureaucracy to the post-bureaucratic network organization 
wherein workers occupy a very different position in the employment re-
lationship (see Chapter 1). Since the end of the twentieth century, young 
people have enthusiastically joined a new and risky start-up job market 
and see the risks they take as natural and nearly routine. New entrepre-
neurial subjects were born, fostering “a casual, even positive, attitude to-
ward losing one’s job” and “cultural messages about the attractiveness 
of risk”; risk was becoming “cool” (Neff 2012, 3; see also McRobbie 2016). 
This framing stems from the supposed need to staff new, risky busi-
nesses in a flexible way but is not devoid of consequences.

This chapter builds on the literature about how the contemporary 
economic environment, including the post-bureaucratic organizational 
landscape, has set up a “risk society” (Beck 1992, 1999; Giddens 1990, 
1991; Lupton 1999; McCluskey 2002; Neff 2012; O’Malley 2004). We 
argue that the commercial risk in the VgI and the responsibility to miti-
gate the consequences of risk are being passed down the supply chain to 
VgDs. For workers, this manifests as the risk of losing one’s employment 
income. With the help of financialization strategies, factors of risk avoid-
ance have become features of the contemporary “fissured workplace” 
(see Chapter 3), with negative ramifications for workers and society 
(Weil 2014).

We use a previously published model of risk transfer through the de-
regulation of working time (Legault 2013). This was developed with re-
spect to the technological services industry but applies to the VgI, since it 
combines the risk management strategy of networked firms with project 
management as an organization mode (see Chapter 2). In short, to deal 
with high commercial uncertainty, venture capital counts on two im-
portant conditions: easy international mobility according to state-based 
incentives and risk transfer down the value chain. Situated immediately 
down the chain, studios must deal with this risk. The three components 
of the contractual “iron triangle” (scope, budget, and schedule) constitute 
three strikes against planning and represent risks for the studio as an 
intermediate actor: neither the scope of the unique product nor the time 
required can be foreseen; however, they both will affect the amount of 
labour required, which is the main cost dominating the budget. Project 
management is an organizational approach to risk management. It is 
based on a system of flexible resource allocation and relies on the deregu-
lation of working time as a risk management strategy with respect to the 
cost of human resources. In turn, studios transfer the risk to workers, 
who are the ones to bear the burden of on-demand hiring and firing, and 
unlimited and unpaid overtime. These act as a buffer against financial 
risk to the studio.
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Project management is an efficient device to bring people into this en-
vironment, because of the professional ethos it carries (Legault and Chas-
serio 2012). In the VgI, if a game is a hit, developers will be able to share 
in it through bonuses, time off, and favourable future postings. Yet if it 
is a failure, they are the ones who bear all the costs of the risk through 
foregone earnings, adverse effects of being overworked, and lost employ-
ment (Burke and Fiskenbaum 2009; Legault and Belarbi-Basbous 2006).

Studios are disengaged from the protection of VgDs against risk of 
lost income and do not commit to their economic security. Without 
employer-based policies tailored to the workplace, the material security 
of unemployed workers in the project-based economy relies, at best, on 
government policies as a collective intermediary. However, these are 
often minimal and reserved only for salaried employees, and are not 
available to freelance or self-employed VgDs. Otherwise, VgDs must rely 
on individual savings or social support networks and hope for individ-
ually determined compensation such as severance packages. But these 
packages are often only available as a privilege (Quilgars and Abbott 
2000; Taylor-Gooby 2004).

The lack of employer-based or private collective intermediary protec-
tion systems is part of a deficit in citizenship at work, as workers must 
rely on themselves without a commitment from their employer to their 
economic security. Consequent of the risk transfer practices among ven-
ture capital providers, individual workers tend to be more entrepreneurs 
of their own careers, even when they have the legal status of salaried 
employees (Beck 1992; Neff 2012).

Protection against the Risk of Losing Your Job

Faced with this employment insecurity, how are VgDs protected? How 
do the unemployed pay their bills? In this section, we will examine state 
and employer provisions, as well as the activities in which game develop-
ers engage to protect themselves.

Reliance on State or Employer Benefits

Social security systems and employment-related legal protection differ 
across countries; some workers in the global VgI have no access to state-
based social security for unemployment (Social Security Association 
2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b). 

In our interviews, 59 percent of respondents said that if they were not 
earning money, they would live on state-provided employment insurance 
(EI), and 51 percent of respondents said they would rely on their savings. 
Some of these respondents said that they did both because the maximum 
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benefits under the Canadian EI scheme are much lower than their pay. 
Those who said they would not apply for EI gave various reasons, the 
likelihood of each closely related to their citizenship at work status and/
or their political citizenship status. For instance, migrant workers who 
obtain work permits connected to a specific job are ineligible for EI in 
Canada. Some Canadian citizens or permanent residents do not have 
workplace citizenship rights to these universal programs. For example, 
freelancers and the self-employed are ineligible because the Canadian 
EI system is based on payroll deductions from both employers and em-
ployees to which the self-employed and freelancers do not typically con-
tribute.1 As well, part-time employees only become eligible if they have 
accumulated the required number of hours for their geographic region.

In many instances, our interviewees were able to obtain a severance 
package sufficient to tide them over until they found their next job. In this, 
they relied on the basic minimums for severance pay provided through 
common law and the employment standards regime, coupled with any 
individual bargaining power that they could bring to bear on their em-
ployer to gain a “top-up.” The experience of a developer who faced two 
bouts of unemployment in one year is illustrative of the variability:

 [In] January 2011 I was laid off by [the studio]. They shut down 
the whole studio. Ended up getting a great severance payment, 
though, and basically sat around and enjoyed myself for a couple 
of months before looking for more work. And then roughly, let’s 
say, nine months later, I was laid off again in December by the 
new company I was working for. … [The severance payment was] 
enough to basically keep me going for the time that I was looking 
for new work. (m-16-05-V-E-24-09-13-10-23-JT)

The last and arguably most privileged group of our interviewees said 
that they were eligible for EI but did not apply for it because they counted 
on other resources: partners, families, investments, or savings.

As illustrated by the experience of a developer from Toronto, over the 
course of a career, VgDs may rely on a range of strategies, and some act-
ively use a period of unemployment to recharge and retrain:

 Being a full-time employee, I do have employment insurance. 
My previous job was as a contract employee, so I really didn’t. It 
was very risky. I did not enjoy being a contract employee. And my 

1. As of 2011, self-employed persons in Canada may register for a program in which they pay 
EI premiums in exchange for access to select parts of the EI system.
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spouse is also a software engineer, so we have a fairly solid income 
and are both good at tucking away—because it is a sad truth in the 
industry that tomorrow [the studio] could shut down. … we’ve had 
a lot of public layoffs, like 500 employees and 300 employees. We 
never know what’s coming and also you’re just, “Oh shit, John’s 
gone!” So that’s nerve-racking. But at the same time, the compen-
sation that they give those employees that they layoff is [good], like, 
six-months-pay. … You don’t want to take the whole time, [but] 
you’ve got the income for it to kind of recharge, look at new tech-
nology, figure out what you want to do. So it’s kind of nice. (F-18-07- 
T-Z-28-04-14-04-11-JT)

By carrying out these activities, these workers take advantage of what 
social citizenship rights they do have to state protection, but in the end, 
with a few exceptions, the employer is not involved in the process. Strat-
egies to mitigate future employment insecurity and the outcomes of 
those strategies are individual.

Some were able to negotiate their terms of leaving above and beyond 
statutory benefits, but these remain “privileges” instead of the outcomes 
of policies. Interviewees spoke of their own successes and what they 
had heard others accomplish. These included obtaining computers and 
software programs to facilitate skill retention and retraining when out 
of work, promised bonuses related to the game’s performance in part or 
in full, or company shares or dividends. However, these deals are made 
in secret. Many developers do not know that they have the right to nego-
tiate or may not have the social capital to be successful. It amazed one of 
our interviewees when he learned what his friend once asked for—“You 
said that? … Wow.” And he attributed the ultimate success to his friend’s 
unique skill and value: “He’s good.” (m-02-04-m-U-17-10-13-13-19-15-mSO)

To avoid any surprises, some VgDs can anticipate the financial hard-
ships of their studios and plan their exits accordingly. By leaving a little 
earlier or staying a little longer, they can turn voluntary quitting into an 
economic layoff and enjoy any associated benefits. Such was the case of 
one veteran programmer who was ready to leave the industry because of 
concerns over work–life balance:

 Well, in my case it was planned. I was laid off in early February 
and my plan was to leave the company in mid-March, so I actually 
asked to be laid off when it happened. The company was working 
on a project for a publisher in Japan, and in late January, the pub-
lisher said that they were shutting down all the projects—all their 
foreign projects or anything not taking place in Japan, they were 
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shutting it down. And the next few days, it became pretty clear that 
the company wasn’t doing very well. So, I talked to the project dir-
ector and I said, “Look, there’s going to be layoffs for sure and I’ll 
be leaving the company anyway. So, if there’re layoffs, I want to be 
part of that.” (m-05-14-L-D-22-07-13-10-23-JT)

In some cases, studios have an incentive to retain workers. Thanks to 
the generous tax credits offered in each of the Canadian hubs (see Chap-
ter 8), the labour costs of game developers are subsidized by the state, but 
in some instances, certain staffing rates must be maintained to receive 
the subsidies. This, and the associated costs of recruitment and selection, 
can act as an incentive for some large game studios to retain develop-
ers and assign them to other projects. If employers pay VgDs during un-
defined idle periods between two projects (“inter-project” or “being on 
the bench”), VgDs are saved frictional unemployment costs and employ-
ers avoid losing their trained developers. It also becomes an opportunity 
for employers to implement systems for professional development plan-
ning. They can document areas where training is needed in the industry 
and in their own workforce (often at the time of performance evalua-
tions), prepare overviews of the matching of supply and demand, inquire 
about their employees’ plans and desires, plan for the development and 
training of their employees, and take advantage of the available time 
between projects for training purposes. This results in more intentional 
reassignments, rather than hasty decisions made to keep workers busy. 
However, smaller and more dependent studios are less likely to enjoy 
the necessary conditions for such planning.

It’s Up to You: Maintain a Good Reputation and Network!

We have seen that finding a new job is still considered by workers to be 
easy, but this sentiment comes with an important caveat that is often 
taken for granted: VgDs must have a strong network and a good reputa-
tion. For 60 percent of our interview respondents, networking was seen 
as the best way to look for a job and the surest protection against the risk 
of losing one’s job (see Chapters 2 and 4).

In network building, workers are still on their own. VgDs commit 
considerable leisure time to formal and informal networking activities. 
These include evening meetups or talks at bars or restaurants sponsored 
by local gaming groups, fostering positive personal relationships with 
current and potential co-workers, attending conferences, and active par-
ticipation in online and social media communities. Developers also fre-
quent mailing lists, recruitment sites, and job boards to keep their eyes on 
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the local market, as well as the national and international scenes. Such 
activity is deemed essential, and prospective VgDs become socialized to 
the culture of networking as part of the process of finding their first jobs. 
Within the playful ethos of the industry, networking over drinks can be 
seen as fun sociable time, but it is also critical work:

 I also did a lot of networking when I was at school, because it’s 
hard to get into the industry. A lot, a lot of people want to get in. I 
said to myself, “I can’t fool around. I’ve got to make contacts while 
I’m a student.” I went on videogame career websites. I met some 
[locals] and we met up in real life as well. They were programmers 
studying [at university]. We worked on a common interuniversity 
project. After that, we stayed friends and we founded a videogame 
club at [university]. I cofounded the club. … It’s true that for getting 
in, a lot of it works through contacts. … A lot of it works by refer-
rals. … But until you have a few years’ experience, it’s really very 
hard to get in. (F-18-02-16-m-W-01-10-13-19-15-JL)

Networking is more important for VgDs who plan to leave their steady 
jobs to go out on their own:

 I think one of the things that I do well that’s been a big benefit to 
my career has been being well known. I do a lot of networking, I go 
to a lot of events, I spend a lot of time on Twitter and contributing 
to industry debate, I write for a lot of magazines, I talk at conferen-
ces. All of those things benefit me in terms of that motivating level 
of being there and hopefully being seen as someone who’s a bit of a 
thought leader. (m-23-12-V-T-30-10-2013-14-26)

Unemployed developers also need to engage in personal “emotional 
labour” to keep up their own morale, self-confidence, and perseverance; 
they rely on their friends, families, and peers in this work as well. A de-
veloper from Vancouver explained how she did this work:

 [Layoffs are] a normal aspect of the industry, and I’ve kind of 
taken it upon myself to vocalize that to people. When they’re feel-
ing down about stuff, I feel like you have to be aware of that when 
you get into the industry because there are times when you’re out 
of work more often than not and you’re looking for something, net-
working sort of thing. It takes a special type of attitude to keep your 
momentum going, and it’s just not for everybody. (F-01-19-V-B-27- 
11-13-14-26-PB)
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In a time and space in which there is a lot of game development happen-
ing, an extended period of unemployment can look suspicious and can 
reduce employability. Relying on temporary placement agencies can be 
useful for quickly finding jobs in the event of layoffs, but VgDs must sac-
rifice a portion of their salary to the agency in exchange. There is an ex-
pectation that you should be working on games on your own even when 
unemployed; otherwise, you are clearly not committed. Developers told 
us that they were working on their portfolios all the time:

 It always seems like people are working on little Flash games 
or … iPhone apps and things like that, so if you’re laid off, then: 
“How come you’re not working on a little indie game or something 
like that?” (m-17-13-V-U-25-09-13-10-23-JT) 

But at the same time, one must take care not to be too deeply involved: 

 I voluntarily chose to spend probably five months working on 
my own project. Just to take a shot and be entrepreneurial. But 
afterwards, I definitely had trouble finding a job—I think because 
I hadn’t worked for a while. (m-02-01-T-S-08-06-14-05-13-JT) 

Some developers had a strategy of freelancing across cognate industries 
such as film or visual effects so as not to put all their eggs in one basket. 
If worst came to worst, our respondents told us that they would lower 
their expectations and look for work down the occupational hierarchy—
namely in game testing. After looking for a design job for three years, 
one Montreal developer devised a plan to offer himself as a one-stop QA 
shop for all the smaller studios in the area. Yet the strategy is risky, be-
cause, in his case, “when people start doing QA, they start to have a QA 
resumé and they’re only hired for QA” (F-05-08-19-m-g-21-10-13-13-19-
15-JL). For current and prospective game workers, testing and QA can 
be a trap that dangles the carrot of upward mobility and job stability, but 
rarely delivers (Bulut 2020a).

The myth of the indie studio, particularly among programmers, is that 
you can always go it alone or start a small studio. Some seem blissfully 
unaware of how difficult it can be to succeed on the indie scene. Others 
know that it might impede their ability to get another job, particularly if 
they lose contacts, lose touch with emerging technology, or have little to 
show for their time. Again, the availability of this option varies for de-
velopers depending on their occupation or discipline. One game designer 
told us about her own employment insecurity, which contrasts greatly 
with her subsequent story about her programmer friends: 
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 I feel less secure about [starting my own studio], because I don’t 
really think I’ll find another job easily in my field. I feel more se-
cure [working at a company]. It’s hard in game design. It’s very 
much based on experience and you have to have worked on good 
projects. Otherwise, you have no credibility. I’ve got friends who’ve 
left really well-paid jobs to start up their own companies. … They 
are getting a grant for one project, and after that project, I don’t 
know what’s going to happen. It will probably depend on how suc-
cessful their project is. They’re all programmers, to be honest, and 
I get the feeling they have the security of knowing they won’t have 
any trouble finding another job. The jobs they’re qualified for are 
really, really sought after, both in videogames and in other indus-
tries. (F-18-02-16-m-W-01-10-13-19-15-JL)

In the end, none of these “strategies” fully protect a game worker 
against the risk of pay instability. On the contrary, most of them intro-
duce new risks. Most of all, all these strategies fall to VgDs themselves. If 
workers have not had the foresight or the opportunity to build a financial 
safety net, even with state unemployment benefits, job loss will mean 
a dramatic change in lifestyle. Respondents are often reduced to prayer 
and hope. A developer in Montreal rationalized that if she were ever laid 
off, her husband would “hopefully have a steady job by then,” and maybe 
it would never happen in her company because “it’s a company with a 
parent company that is pretty diversified … they might not cut off every-
thing all at once” (F-18-02-16-m-W-01-10-13-19-15-JL). Another developer 
just lived daily with the risk, knowing that he would be “in deep shit” if 
he ever lost his job, due to his student debt, which did not allow him the 
“luxury of being able to save money, build up a safety cushion or what-
ever” (m-07-22-m-E-20-10-13-13-19-15-JL).

The COVID-19 pandemic was accompanied by an employment crisis 
through 2020 to 2023 that did not spare the game development sector. 
Representatives from the labour rights group Game Workers Unite 
called for more protections:

 With tons of studios being forced to shut their doors for the time 
being, there are some industry workers left without work, and 
more importantly without pay. It’s an issue the whole economic 
world is grappling with, as debate rages on over what sort of eco-
nomic support workers should receive when the companies they 
work for close up shop during the COVID-19 shutdown. … On one 
hand, some studios like EA and Rockstar have set up remote work 
solutions for their employees, allowing them to continue with 
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business as usual. On the other hand, GameStop was forcing em-
ployees to keep doors open amid COVID-19 concerns earlier this 
week, telling employees and law enforcement it was an “essential” 
business. Game Workers Unite is encouraging “everyone to use 
their voices to call out the companies and regions” that are not pro-
viding fair aid to their workers in an effort to help industry “work-
ers cope with the devastating effects of COVID-19.” (Smith 2020)

Protection in the Case of Pregnancy or Parental Leave

Our survey data from 2014 and 2019 suggest that 50 to 60 percent of VgDs 
are covered by some sort of program that protects their job, their income, 
or both if they become a parent (see Table 5.1). In most countries these 
programs are government-supported. Some workers, typically unionized 
ones, can negotiate an employer top-up of the government’s financial 
minimum. We obtained low figures regarding the government programs 
because US workers are overrepresented in our sample and the United 
States is a glaring global exception in its lack of pregnancy and parental 
leave protection. Taken this way, we see a polarization across the indus-
try and the emergence of some exemplary employers. Though less than 
half of the developers we surveyed received job or income protection 
from their employer, about 30 percent of them worked for studios that 
offered some form of paid leave, despite the absence of government pro-
grams. A full 35 to 40 percent simply did not know whether they had 
such protection—a finding reflective of the young workforce, but also its 
work-first culture.

In the absence of leave policies and supportive norms, some develop-
ers saw having children as impossible, while others were unprepared for 
the extra strain that a family brings. As the industry ages, a few of our 
interviewees noted that they were seeing a change with respect to family- 
friendly policies. Usually this was the result of the direct experiences of 
company owners or managers as they face the reality of having children 
themselves. However, ending up in such an enlightened studio is purely 
a matter of luck:

 [The studio]’s founder had a kid about six months ago and the … 
co-owner had a kid about a year ago. … I think only four or five of 
the thirty who worked there had children, but it would probably 
double, at least in the next few years, so [the studio] was intention-
ally figuring out what it could do to make that more reasonable. It 
was actually really cool, I think. … other organizations maybe not 
so much. (m-15-01-V-K-02-10-13-14-26-LT)
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Protection against Health Risks

Burnout is one of the most significant health risks faced by VgDs. Due 
to its importance as an issue in the VgI, we devote an entire chapter to 
the regulation of working time (see Chapter 9). Suffice to say here that 
the most straightforward mechanism for protecting oneself against 
burnout is to reduce the hours of work. However, VgDs have no formal 
mechanisms to change the terms of the “iron triangle” enclosed in the 
project contract; they have no power to extend the deadlines, reduce the 
scope, or hire additional workers. Even if consulted at the very moment 
of planning the project, VgDs can hardly protect themselves by provid-
ing realistic or buffered estimates with respect to the duration of tasks. 
Drafted under market pressures, the project schedule is often doomed to 
fail right from the start. Consultation with developers inevitably results 
in an underestimate because of wishful thinking, image management, 
pressure to please the client, and a legitimate inability to accurately pre-
dict the duration of a new activity. Very few VgDs can refuse to work 
overtime.

After bouts of being overworked, VgDs rely on passive forms of cit-
izenship to access regulatory minimum standards relating to vacation 
time and sick days. Yet even using what the law or the studio permits 
in a “bad moment” can be reproved by colleagues, so VgDs will often en-
gage in presenteeism instead (see Chapter 4).

Table 5.1 
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Does your employer 
provide pregnancy and parental leave?” (2014 and 2019)

 
Pregnancy leave Parental leave

2014 2019 2014 2019

Don’t know 40 32 41 35

Yes, paid by employer 26 31 23 28

Yes, combination of employer and govern-
ment program

17 16 16 13

Yes, paid by government program* — 13 — 13

Yes, unpaid by employer 7 4 8 4

No 10 6 13 8

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2014, 2019
* This option was not available in the 2014 DSS. 
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Across the IgDA surveys, we asked VgDs about the types of paid time 
off given by their studios. The majority (60 to 75 percent) reported that 
their employer offered a packaged policy for all forms of paid time off, 
while about one-third received separate allocations for sick leave, vaca-
tion, and, for some, personal days. Notably, contract workers were rarely 
entitled to such benefits. As one of our interviewees explained, the legal 
entitlements and employer good will can be used up in a hurry:

 I was off for two weeks due to a concussion. … I was paid for that 
time, but I ran out of sick pay and I actually came back to work a 
lot sooner than my doctor recommended, because they said that 
they would stop paying me, and because I was on contract, I had 
no short-term disability or any sort of benefits. I don’t qualify for 
any government programs. … But I didn’t have a choice, so I had 
to come back. … I was told, when I received the e-mail saying that 
they were going to stop, that it had been sick pay and they used all 
my vacation days for the year too. … It was a surprise to me, that it 
was my sick days and vacation days all used up at once. (F-03-07- 
V-F-12-19-13-14-26-LT)

As well, numerous developers spoke of open policies that allowed them 
to ostensibly “take what time they needed or desired.” While seemingly 
very supportive, in practice such open policies give managers a consider-
able amount of arbitrary power in making decisions about whether and 
when a leave is granted. Unfortunately, sick leave and vacation time 
under these conditions can also slip away if the project needs the labour 
force. Some of our respondents explained the risks of being sick without 
adequate protection:

 There was an artist who was … fired, because he was unrespon-
sive or unreachable over a few days, a weekend, plus a Friday or a 
Monday, because he was sick. So, because he wasn’t responding to 
email, wasn’t at his laptop, on Skype, or otherwise reachable … and 
due to that whole requirement for being online and available 24/7, 
he was dismissed. He was given two warnings as I understand it.

During that period of the weekend?

Yeah. He was sick. He was bedridden—you know, vomiting. (m-01- 
04-V-D-24-10-13-14-26-AD-JT)

Paid time off can only help protect workers from burnout and in the 
event of health problems or unexpected life events if it can be taken 
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when needed, rather than when work allows it. Yet the pressure to sacri-
fice your needs for the sake of the project is widespread. In 2014, survey 
respondents took, on average, three sick days per year, and 10 percent 
reported that they took no vacation days (Weststar and Legault 2015, 34). 
In 2019, 50 percent of the survey respondents received one week or less 
of paid sick days (12 percent received none) and 25 percent received one 
week of vacation or less (9 percent had none). In addition, in 2014, 21 per-
cent of developers reported that they had to cancel a vacation already 
scheduled and 22 percent said that they had been denied vacation time 
to which they were entitled (Weststar and Legault 2015, 35). The ten-
dency to make sacrifices for a project is particularly prevalent among the 
self-employed. In 2019, 60 percent of survey respondents said that they 
had cancelled or rescheduled a vacation due to project demands.

What about Employer-Provided Health or Wellness Programs?

Some developers enjoyed protection against health risks in the form of 
employer-provided health or wellness programs. Across both the 2014 
and 2019 surveys, about a third of respondents had a health care spend-
ing account (36 to 38 percent), received on-site medical services such as 
flu shots (31 to 33 percent), and/or had an employee assistance program 
(28 to 30 percent). A growing number reported wellness programs in 
2019 (21 to 27 percent) and some had access to massages (18 to 21 percent). 
Indeed, some studios, generally the bigger ones, have very good health 
plans. As one respondent raved:

 We checked [our disability insurance] and it’s the best on the 
market. [The only one better] is the government’s. It’s crazy what 
they have. I’m diabetic and all my prescriptions are paid for, travel 
insurance, dentist, dental care, private doctor [at the studio], who’s 
there ten hours a day. … You’ve got a massage therapist right there 
… paid for by your insurance. Yeah, you’ve got it all: private room 
if you have an accident, two trips by ambulance per year. I broke 
my finger once, playing soccer, and [my co-worker] who was there 
said, “I’m calling an ambulance. [The studio] pays.” (m-02-04-m-U- 
17-10-13-13-19-15-mSO)

Most VgDs also seem to have access to health insurance in the case of 
illness (see Table 5.2). However, these totals belie the great variation in 
the nature and scope of different plans and the fact that some developers 
can doubly benefit from combinations of providers (for example, a basic 
government plan plus an employer plan top-up).
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Protection against the Threat of Obsolescence

Scant Investment in Employee Training

Studios lack any incentive to “invest” in training mobile VgDs who will 
likely leave. Training is a risk if the returns can be recouped by com-
petitors when employees move on (Long 2005). This is the case despite 
state-based incentives to provide training. Each of the three Canadian 
provinces where we conducted interviews offers grants in which the 
government shares the cost of training with employers (Ontario Ministry 
of Colleges and Universities, nd; WorkBC, nd). Quebec goes the farthest 
by imposing a training obligation of at least 1 percent of the total pay-
roll, on employers with a payroll over $2 million.2 If the employer fails 
to fulfill this obligation, it must pay into the province’s Workforce Skills 
Development and Recognition Fund.

However, our interviews with Montreal developers revealed that some 
employers intentionally breach their legal obligations. One respondent 
had to sign an official document, at his manager’s request, stating he had 
received training provided by the studio (and subsidized by the govern-
ment labour tax credit program). However, the respondent had not re-
ceived any training. Worse, he was even refused any form of financial 
support for training events:

 I have signed a work-related document that says I am receiv-
ing a set number of training hours per year. That is a lie. … Part 

Table 5.2
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Do you currently 
have health coverage?” (2014 and 2019)

 2014 2019

Yes, through my employer 62 54

Yes, through a government plan 22 29

Yes, individually through a private insurer/provider 10 10

Yes, through my partner/parent 6 9

Yes, through a group provider (i.e., union, professional association) 1 2

No, I don’t have health coverage 10 10

Don’t know 1 1

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2014, 2019
The categories for health coverage were not mutually exclusive; therefore, totals do not add 
up to 100%.

2. Act to Promote Workforce Skills Development and Recognition, CQLR, c. D-8.3
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of that corporate grant is that you will give your employees train-
ing, in return for corporate grants. [My studio] has not done that. 
I’ve never received paid training. I’ve requested it … the Montreal 
International Game Summit, the Game Developers Conference, 
or minor micro-conferences like GameLoop in Boston. Never. 
Nothing. I tried to ask for part-time funds, I’ve tried to offer going 
to these events in exchange for some support and trying to bring 
back some information to share with my co-workers. I’ve never re-
ceived any support for community activities … such as organizing 
game jams or creating group outings or things like that. It’s very 
hard to have access to funds and support internally. (m-14-02-m-g- 
07-02-14-16-02)

Rather than offering training, studios follow the hire-on-demand model 
in which they seek people who already possess the desired skills. Since 
there is no job security, employers do not assume the cost of outdated 
employees, because they can just as easily lay them off when their skills 
are no longer needed:

 I think that up until recently they were more keen to hire people 
with previous experience … it’s more like a peer-to-peer thing, 
training that is done between co-workers or on your own time sort 

Table 5.3 
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Aside from a 
diploma or degree, have you completed any additional formal schooling/
training related to the games industry?” (2014 and 2019)

 2014 2019

No additional formal training 49 54

Internship 17 14

Employer provided/sponsored training 15 15

College courses 12 10

University courses 12 10

Professional certifications/licenses 10 14

High school courses 8 4

Post-graduate courses 5 6

Don’t know/decline to answer 3 2

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2014, 2019
The categories for training options were not mutually exclusive; therefore, totals do not add 
up to 100%.
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of thing. If they hire you, it means that you’re already employable; 
they wouldn’t otherwise, I guess. (F-01-08-V-I-28-11-13-14-26-mSO)

We surveyed VgDs about any formal training since earning their initial 
entry-level diploma or degree. Half had not sought any and only 15 per-
cent had received training provided by their employer (see Table 5.3).

We also asked whether the employer or client paid for certain profes-
sional development initiatives. Across the survey years, the majority 
(54 to 61 percent) had no access to such programs and a good proportion 
(20 to 23 percent) did not know, which effectively means no access. In 
2014, 16 percent did have professional development funds and this rose 
to 27 percent with the 2019 sample. About 10 percent of our interview 
respondents mentioned occasional in-house training or the provision 
of an annual allocation for courses or events (for example, $1,000). Yet 
these options were mostly available to employees in larger studios and 
not those in smaller shops:

 [My employer (a big studio)] have become experts at that, at train-
ing. They have huge classrooms, teachers who do that all day long.

How many have you taken in your 10 years?

[At that studio], I did maybe five or six. We’re talking about very 
general training, like [a] video-editing program or virtual model-
ling for artists. (m-12-16-04-m-W-10-10-13-13-19-15-JL)

 [My employer (a big studio)] would send us to … a Pixar work-
shop for three days, take a storytelling development kind of thing. 
(F-03-03-V-L-18-11-13-14-26)

 [My employer (a big studio)] actually does … provide training to 
the employees … once a year they give you a thousand dollars that 
you can spend on [courses] related to animation. (m-01-08-T-U-19- 
03-14-05-13-JT)

This is also the case regarding conference travel. The industry has some 
high-profile conferences that are very fruitful occasions for networking 
and that provide educational talks. In 2019, 50 percent of respondents 
said their employer provided conference travel, while 40 percent said 
they provided none and 10 percent did not know. This figure was driven 
heavily by the respondents who were permanent, full-time employees. 
It is also more typical for senior employees or those involved in business 
development and marketing to attend these conferences, as the primary 
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purpose is to attract interest from venture capital and game players. One 
developer explained his range of experiences, including his viewpoint 
once he founded his own studio:

 At [one big studio], they don’t want you to go to conferences, or 
do anything, they’re like a super secretive company, right? [At an-
other studio] they’re more like: “If you want to go do that stuff, do 
it, but you’re not associated with us! … [Go] on your own vacation. 
We’re not sending you to those things.” At least as a developer or 
designer, that’s usually how it goes. If you’re an executive produ-
cer or something else, you’ve probably got to go to conferences, 
you’re probably going to be doing interviews, on and on. Now I do a 
lot; I’ve gone to three conferences this year [through my own com-
pany]. … I was invited to all of them, so they were all free and I 
didn’t have to pay. (m-18-01-V-R-13-11-13-14-26-LT)

As this comment shows, the fear of leaking trade secrets can be a bar-
rier to professional development for developers because it constrains 
their ability to share ideas and experiences. This is often formalized 
through non-disclosure agreements (see Chapter 6), though nothing pre-
vents VgDs from signing up for events or activities as individuals. In the 
end, most VgDs pay for such events out of pocket and/or attend smaller- 
scale, local networking events. They cannot shoulder the cost and are not 
allowed the time away from work for larger events.

They are always able to ask to attend events, but managerial decisions 
about who gets to have training and professional development are shown 
to be quite arbitrary (see Chapter 6). VgDs are unaware of the criteria and 
sometimes perceive that funding is handed out as a privilege or quid pro 
quo, rather than in line with a rational needs identification policy.

Mixed Opportunities for Career Advancement

Given this context, the survey data about employer support for advance-
ment is not surprising. In both 2009 and 2014, 45 percent of developers 
agreed that their current job gave them opportunities for promotion or 
a change of job responsibilities. Yet that left 30 percent who did not see 
many opportunities and the remainder who were unsure. In 2014 and 
2019, we asked salaried developers to rate their company on its potential 
to provide promotion or career advancement. The responses were very 
mixed and became more negative in the 2019 sample (see Figure 5.1).

This does not come as a surprise, as creative careers are not organiza-
tion-driven but rather sector- and trade-driven. However, this is part of 
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a larger trend toward liberalization that breaks down protection regimes 
based on collective citizenship and leaves workers responsible for their 
own career advancement.

Constant Career Curation as the Remedy

Getting assigned to coveted projects is an important challenge in project 
environments in general, and game projects in particular. Ambitious 
VgDs do everything they can to get assigned to the most prestigious pro-
jects with the best opportunities for learning. To protect against the risk 
of obsolescence, developers must curate their own careers to maintain 
their skills, portfolio, and reputation (and therefore their employability). 
In the absence of professional development policies, work assignments 
are often decided based on the producer’s immediate needs rather than 
VgDs’ professional development interests (see Chapter 4). It is left to indi-
vidual workers to pursue the best opportunities. This means disappoint-
ing some producers and constantly networking.

Most VgDs assume the responsibility for updating their skills through 
informal or self-directed means. As noted by one Toronto animator, 
“I’m already levelling up my skills because every day I go [to work], I’m 
learning something new” (m-01-08-T-U-19-03-14-05-13-JT). Others say 
they go to IgDA meetings or other local networking events. Many rely 

Figure 5.1 
How would you rate the company on the potential for promotion or 
advancement in your career? (2014 and 2019)
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on online resources such as podcasts, game post-mortems, game critic 
reviews, technical guides, sites for concept art, new product reviews and 
investor reports. Some find that specialized online courses, lectures, or 
master classes are well worth the fees and most tap into the rich know-
ledge shared in online communities and forums. And, of course, many 
still play a lot of games themselves or participate in game jams (an event 
in which a team creates a game from scratch over a short period like a 
weekend).

Among our interview respondents, 17 percent said the best way to stay 
up to date and improve their skills was to work on personal game pro-
jects. This is an inexpensive option that contributes to a portfolio, is an 
outlet for creative expression, and can act as a playground for trying new 
things:

 It’s just more for my portfolio, which, I guess, could help me. If 
I do get fired, I have better stuff to show to other employers if I 
wanted to move on. (m-04-07-V-A-02-10-13-14-26-Sm)

 So, one thing I’ve done recently, which I think has helped tre-
mendously, is just program my own project and get a sense of the 
technical side of how things are done. (m-02-01-T-S-08-06-14-05- 
13-JT)

However, non-compete agreements can constrain what developers can 
do in their spare time (see Chapter 6), and training payback systems are 
a form of golden handcuffs used by employers to protect their return on 
investment (Long 2005). 

Self-directed learning activities are normalized in the industry; how-
ever, many developers have little extra time to devote to such things, par-
ticularly outside of working hours. As one interviewee told us:

 When I leave work, I don’t want to think about it anymore. I still 
love it, but it’s just that … I’d rather do it at work than outside of 
work; I’d rather do something else. It’s just that I’m afraid that at 
some point you never get away from it. (m-06-15-m-W-20-11-14-13- 
15-19-mSO)

Another articulated the challenge of balancing the demanding day-to-
day tasks with updating skills and knowledge:

 At first it was natural, because I was just out of school, and then 
I got here, and it was hard. … You’re at work, you’re doing your 
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stuff, you’re good, and then they tell you, “Read this article about 
the new way of using the mouse to model something.” As time goes 
on, it gets harder, because the industry is moving at such a rate 
that you can [read articles] full time, … but just on the side, it would 
take fifteen hours a day to do it. … An average day, to be honest, we 
spend an hour or two a day reading or listening to talks. (m-02-04- 
m-U-17-10-13-13-19-15-mSO)

Nowhere more than in the domain of training can we note the rel-
evance of Neff’s (2012) concept of “venture labour.” It captures “the in-
vestment of time, energy, and other personal resources that ordinary 
employees make in their employers’ organizations” and the “explicit ex-
pression of entrepreneurial values by non-entrepreneurs.” These work-
ers “invest time, for example, in their off-hours as a way to support firms’ 
goals and generate new demand,” and “can invest their social capital in 
the companies where they work by tapping their personal connections 
for information and other resources that, in turn, often provide cru-
cial support for their companies.” Venture labourers “work to develop 
and maintain these ties through mechanisms such as after-hours net-
working,” agree “to learn and update skills in their own time that could 
benefit their companies,” and discuss “skill as a form of investment that 
an employee makes both in herself and in her company or industry.” 
Yet, let us not forget that “skills are not costless to obtain, nor do they 
come without risk,” and “the more specific the investment, the greater 
the cost and dislocation if that investment is left ‘stranded’ by economic 
change.” (Neff 2012, 16–18). In a world of unfettered employment, VgDs 
run the risk of being driven out of the industry at any moment, whether 
for obsolescence or anything else, and assume this risk on their own. If 
they want to keep up to date, the combined job hunting and training ac-
tivities can add up to twenty hours a week (Neff 2012, 25).

Protection of Income in Old Age

Developers have a keen sense of the amount of work required by their 
industry and how quickly wear and tear can take its toll. Perhaps their 
notion of forty years old as “old” is not so out of step after all. Like a pro-
fessional athlete, career-savvy game developers protect themselves by 
thinking of their exit strategy almost as soon as they get into the industry:

 The average [time in the industry] is apparently nine years. Sup-
posedly, after nine years, you usually crack; you can’t do it any-
more. I’m starting to see it. I was twenty-four when I started. I was 
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young, enthusiastic, and full of energy. I’m twenty-eight, edging 
up on thirty. I’m starting to see that at thirty-seven, it’s going to be 
hard doing what I do. … A lot of people have turned to teaching; 
others go into management, which is generally less stressful and 
requires more experience. (m-02-04-m-U-17-10-13-13-19-15-mSO)

With their high mobility, many developers have little use for long-term 
employer-specific benefits such as pension plans, unless these are port-
able or universal. Yet they still need income protection in their old age.

Virtually all countries have some form of old age social security pro-
gram (Social Security Association 2018a, 2018b, 2019a, 2019b). In most 
countries these benefits are modest and would not guarantee a com-
fortable retirement. As such, many government social security systems 
obliquely rely on their citizens having occupational pension plans or in-
dividual retirement savings to keep them out of poverty in old age. How-
ever, evidence from countries such as the United States suggests that 
retirement saving is in a state of crisis (Ghilarducci and James 2018). One 
report projected that 40 percent of older workers will experience down-
ward mobility in retirement (Ghilarducci, Papadopoulos, and Webb 
2018, 1).

In 2014 and 2019, we surveyed VgDs about their retirement savings 
(see Table 5.4). Our results first show that VgDs might lack an under-
standing about the retirement systems in place in their respective coun-
tries. Even though most countries do have some form of universal old 
age security, many respondents said they had no retirement savings at 
all and only a few said they had a government plan. More importantly, 
only 40 percent said that they had a plan through their employer and 
22 to 25 percent had an individual savings plan. As these categories were 
not mutually exclusive, this data points to a significant shortfall in retire-
ment savings for many VgDs.

Rather than offer their own pension plan, some studios will contribute 
to a worker’s capital accumulation plan. These plans can be attractive 
because they are more portable, but they also face greater exposure to 
market risk. Also, company stocks can be included in the compensa-
tion package of VgDs; 23 percent had these in 2019. However, stocks are 
volatile in the boom-and-bust world of game development. One of our 
interviewees described his experience and said that these are not forms 
of savings to rely on:

 Well, what they have typically is RRSP matching. [The studio] had 
an employee share program or something like that. That was very 
good for me and my wife because I worked at [the studio] for four 
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years and the company was sold twice in those four years, so we 
made some good money out of that. … And, of course, they’re more 
of a lottery ticket, right? If the company gets bought out, it can be 
very good for you, which is what happened to me at [my studio], 
but if the company doesn’t get bought out, then it’s just paper. [An-
other studio] used to have some share program, but then I left the 
company in 2008 so I lost everything I had. … You just lose what-
ever shares were assigned to you. (m-05-14-L-D-22-07-13-10-23-JT)

Conclusion: A Risky Business

Three economic forces increased the level of economic risk that workers 
bore in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries: the increasing 
“financialization” of the economy, the rapidly changing market demand, 
and the widespread diffusion of flexible work practices (Neff 2012, 7). The 
VgI embodies all three. As Bulut (2020a, 144) critically observed, “entre-
preneurialism, libertarianism and individualism are constitutive of the 
game industry. If one studio doesn’t work out for a developer, [they] can 
either join another one or found [their] own.”

In this chapter, we presented the combination of protections a de-
veloper has—from the state, from their employer, or mostly through 
their own means—to mitigate the risks of losing employment income. 
The available protection is insufficient because it displays great gaps in 

Table 5.4
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Do you currently 
have a retirement or pension plan?” (2014 and 2019)

2014 2019

Yes, provided by my employer 38 39

Yes, through an individual plan that I pay for myself (i.e., RRSP, 
IRA)

25 22

Yes, through a government plan 17 21

Yes, through a group provider (i.e., union or professional 
association)

2 2

Yes, through my partner 1 1

No, I don’t have any retirement plan 25 28

Don’t know 3 4

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2014, 2019
The categories for retirement options were not mutually exclusive; therefore, totals do not 
add up to 100%.
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terms of the object, substance, and domain of citizenship. The existing 
EI benefits and pension plans are objects of citizenship, but they are poor 
ones. First, they may only exist as universal employment laws of the state 
and are therefore not well tailored to the risks that VgDs face. Second, 
they may exist at some workplaces and not at others. Employer-related 
protection of income, in the case of parenting, work-related injury, or 
illness, varies greatly and is more prevalent—though not guaranteed—
among workers in large studios. As such, they are uneven objects of cit-
izenship and produce subjects who are second-class citizens due to lack 
of access. When dissatisfied with the risks of their working conditions, 
VgDs must “make choices” and take what they can get to balance the 
different spheres of their life. Lastly, protection against obsolescence has 
never been an object of citizenship, being left to individual negotiation 
and discretionary decision-making, and devoid of any systematic protec-
tion by any collective intermediary.

On top of this, the few protections that come from social laws are 
therefore an object of passive citizenship (see Chapter 1). When protec-
tion mechanisms are not the object of active citizenship (collective par-
ticipation, consultation, negotiation, and tailoring to the context of the 
trade), they can widen the gap between the “haves” and the “have nots.” 
If limited to developers who can negotiate provisions, while others can-
not, apparent subjects of citizenship are therefore not truly subjects of 
citizenship but merely successful individual achievers. This “successful” 
discourse is itself misleading, given the silence of those who do not reach 
the door of the realm. Due to both demographic and occupational char-
acteristics, older workers, women and members of other equity-seeking 
groups, artists, testers, outsourced workers, and those working at small 
or capital-poor companies become second-class citizens and face addi-
tional challenges compared to the uniquely skilled, White cis-male pro-
grammer in a large, self-reliant AAA studio. Even members of that priv-
ileged group face considerable challenges.





Do Game Developers Have Recourse 
against Arbitrary Treatment?

Human resource management (HRm) is an act of governance that deals 
with the issue of balancing property rights and labour rights; adopting 
a workplace governance mode is an ethical stance that embodies a par-
ticular notion of the human being (Budd 2004b, 66). To reconcile these 
two sets of rights with ideals of human dignity, we need to respect three 
core principles: efficiency, equity, and the ability to voice concerns (Budd 
2004a, 6–8).

Voice is an important political feature of the republican democracy 
that is at the heart of the notion of citizenship. Therefore, one of the land-
marks of citizenship at work is recourse against arbitrary decisions (at 
best) and ways to influence local decisions regarding work and working 
conditions (at a minimum) (see Chapter 1).

In this chapter, we examine decision-making processes regarding 
working conditions that are fraught with economic or professional con-
sequences. The issue of assigning and compensating “crunch time” (over-
time) is so important that we dedicate a specific chapter to it (Chapter 9).

Discretion in hrm Decision-Making

It is common knowledge that strategic organizational decision-making 
involves production, sales, and marketing, but HRm decision-making 
processes are ignored in this field of organizational study (Hodgkinson 
and Starbuck 2008). HR services are seen as simple providers to this core 
triad, and their decisions are considered simple, repetitive, and routine.

To bridge this gap, we turn to the philosophy of law for a robust def-
inition of arbitrariness and discretion in decision-making, and to social 
psychology for studies about organizational justice and fairness, and a 
theoretical framework of discretionary decision-making in the context 
of HRm.

Within the philosophy of law, “arbitrariness” is defined as the nature 
of a decision that stems from individual motives instead of any pub-
licly known and established order or set of rules (Lalande 1926). The 

chaPter 6
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individual motives behind an arbitrary decision can be based on whim. 
Thus, the term has acquired a mostly pejorative sense, particularly 
when set against the model of organizational bureaucracy. Bureaucracy 
typically refers to a detailed management ideal that promotes decision- 
making using rational and publicly known criteria through consistent 
procedures, rules, and regulations designed to maintain uniformity and 
avoid personal criteria such as beliefs, feelings, habits, or customs (DuGay 
2005; Weber 1921).

“Discretion” is more formal. Discretionary power is defined as the 
power that is legally conferred, but not constrained by a legal frame-
work, organizational policies, rules of behaviour, or political pressure. 
Discretionary decision-making has the same characteristics as arbitrary 
decision-making but does not have the same pejorative connotation. It 
can refer to the specific zone of power, free of scrutiny, that lies in the 
hands of an individual person.

Notion of Procedural Justice

An arbitrary or discretionary decision is not an inherently bad or un-
satisfactory one; its recipient may be satisfied. However, there is an es-
tablished relationship between the quality of the democratic process 
and the perception of fairness. It is widely held that workers evaluate 
their experience of work according to the outcomes they receive, but we 
now know that people evaluate processes as much as outcomes. They 
are usually preoccupied by how decisions are made about performance 
evaluation, allocation of resources, resolution of disputes, pay schemes, 
surveillance, attribution of sanctions, and so on. Moreover, if the process 
is perceived as fair, the outcome usually will be as well. Fair procedures 
lead to perceived fair distribution of rewards, or “distributive fairness” 
(Cropanzano and Ambrose 2015b; Greenberg and Colquitt 2005). 

As such, a twofold notion of organizational justice accounts for fair-
ness in decision-making. Procedural justice entails satisfaction with the 
decision-making process, while distributive justice entails satisfaction 
with the outcome (Greenberg and Colquitt 2005). We focus on proced-
ural justice as a core element of citizenship at work (see Table 1.1). The 
perception of procedural justice affects attitudes and working behaviours 
such as satisfaction, motivation, cooperation, compliance, and trust in 
management. These can enhance performance, though other factors at 
stake make the relationship complex (Bobocel and Gosse 2015; Ko and 
Hur 2014; Shapiro and Brett 2005).

To perceive procedural justice, workers must be given an opportun-
ity to express their point of view about their situation before, during, or 
after the process, thereby having a certain control over the process (that 
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is, a voice or participation). They must have some knowledge of how in-
formation is gathered and used to assess its accuracy and potential for 
bias. They must know who is making the decision and understand the 
decision-making criteria. In this, workers prefer decision-makers to be 
familiar with the context at stake and face criteria that are transparent 
and consistent in their application. Following a decision, the worker 
must have the decision explained as a matter of respect of their stake in 
the issue. In the end, the worker must also have an opportunity to chal-
lenge or appeal the decision (Bobocel and Gosse 2015; Colquitt, Green-
berg, and Zapata-Phelan 2005; Conlon, Meyer, and Nowakowsky 2005; 
Cropanzano and Ambrose 2015a; Van der Bos 2005).

Some authors argue that the process must also be representative (Ko-
novsky 2000). This means that the decision must be taken in a way that 
takes into account the values, worries, and points of view of the affected 
groups. If a single person controls both process and decision, procedural 
justice is at risk and the decision-making process is discretionary. The 
possibility of appeal is an important factor, as it reduces the exercise of 
unilateral control over decisions. Even when it does not take the form of a 
formal appeal or cannot be guaranteed to change a decision, the possibil-
ity of having a say allows one to communicate a message to the decision- 
maker (Cropanzano and Ambrose 2015a). However, this condition is the 
least acceptable in the organizational context and often only appears in 
unionized environments.

Fair Procedure, Formal Procedure, and Citizenship

Most workplaces, especially non-unionized ones, do not achieve this ideal 
of a fair decision-making process. However, many workplaces, particu-
larly unionized ones, do achieve a formal bureaucratic decision-making 
process.

The formal decision-making process is a legacy of the Weberian ideal 
of bureaucracy. In defining appropriate structural, procedural, and eth-
ical conditions, the bureaucratic model embodied the ideal of organiza-
tional democracy. It was aimed at reducing the influence of emotional 
and self-interested considerations in decision-making and promoting 
rational and factual grounds, stemming from scientific knowledge, if 
possible. Discipline in the decision-making process was said to allow so-
cial groups “to position themselves advantageously within the structures 
of social and economic inequality” if they had rational arguments to sup-
port their point of view (Reed 2005). We can easily admit a posteriori the 
exaggerated optimism inherent in this model, as “the limitations of the 
approach have long been recognized by theorists from within, and out-
side, the paradigm” (S. Miller and Wilson 2006, 469).
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As summarized in Table 6.1, only fair process offers consistency of de-
cisions over time and suppression of bias (equity) as well as representa-
tion of stakeholders in the process (voice) to properly balance efficiency 
in workplace governance. Thus, fair process alone can achieve citizen-
ship at work.

Discretionary processes are faced more often by non-unionized work-
ers. Their only recourse sits in universal social laws of the state, which 
provide remedies against certain (limited) managerial decisions. They 
usually cover the decisions with the most harmful consequences, such 
as firings or layoffs. Such laws can provide the right to make a claim be-
fore an administrative court and the support of a lawyer during the pro-
cess. This is a form of passive citizenship in that employees make use of 
a regulation stipulating their rights and obligations as established by law, 
but they are not involved in defining the process in any way. Some em-
ployers value employees’ input on a voluntary basis. This can be a man-
agerial practice aimed at fostering a healthy working climate. However, 
a practice, unlike a policy, is usually informal and variable. Some groups 
or individuals may acquire some leverage in decision-making, arbitrary 
or not, but this does not make the environment fair overall. It merely 
shields the fortunate few.

HR Policies in Project-Based Environments

In bureaucracies, HR policies determine managers’ actions. But in 
project-based organizations, managers have considerable discretion and 
leeway (Hobday 2000). Smaller organizations rarely have an HR depart-
ment and, if they do, it is unobtrusive (Chasserio and Legault 2010; Le-
gault 2005b). In a pervasive “culture of project management,” HR policies 
and procedures are considered as avatars of bureaucracy and antithet-
ical to efficiency. In the absence of policies and rules, project managers 
have autonomous power to decide who gets what (Legault and Chasserio 
2012). Even when they have an HR department, project managers have 
discretionary authority to apply policies, which can result in uneven ap-
plication and can lead to individualized working conditions (Chasserio 
and Legault 2010). In any case, it is hardly possible to challenge discre-
tionary decisions because HRm policies do not have great coercive power 
over project imperatives. One Canadian respondent reveals that informal 
practices and favouritism are quite standard: 

 It’s a fairly flat hierarchy. … I can go and talk to the VP of the com-
pany if I want, and say, “I’ve a got an idea, blah blah blah.” Even 
the CEO has invited me into his office to talk. It’s friendly that way, 
but as it’s really informal, a lot of teams form. It becomes a kind 
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of informal influence, like, “He’s so-and-so’s friend,” so he’ll have 
more influence because of that. There are internal mechanisms to 
guard somewhat against favouritism, because it’s really harmful in 
the industry. But there’s still a lot of it. (F-18-02-16-m-W-01-10-13-19- 
15-JL)

In our surveys and interviews, we asked VgDs many questions about the 
decision-making process for many aspects of their working conditions. 
We discuss here the most often cited and most problematic.

Discipline and Dismissals: Not Much Formalism

Half of the interview respondents discussed the disciplinary procedure 
in their studios. Among these, 55 percent said their employer had a for-
mal disciplinary procedure, and 45 percent had “just informal guide-
lines.” Among those with a formal disciplinary procedure, 72 percent felt 
that the procedure was being followed and 28 percent said it was not. 
Many respondents worked in studios in which discipline was managed 
informally, irrespective of any formal policy:

 The discipline, generally, has come with a warning, and then 
they get let go. … The times I’ve seen people let go, it’s been without 
warning. I don’t know if they had been warned, but they told us no.

What kind of things lead to this?

Not following the company’s direction … developing their ideas 
and getting things to go in a different direction from the way the 
project is heading. (F-18-01-m-E-21-11-13-16-02-PB)

A general legal principle called “progressive discipline” governs labour 
standards. The employer must impose different levels of disciplinary 
action depending on whether it is an employee’s first or recurring of-
fence. The intensity of the disciplinary action escalates from a simple 
reprimand or verbal warning to a written warning, fine, loss of certain 
privileges, suspension with or without pay, demotion, or dismissal. How-
ever, a serious type of misconduct, like theft, could be disciplined with a 
high-level penalty, even on the first occurrence. With progressive disci-
pline, general principles of procedural fairness are applied whereby the 
points of view of all parties must be heard, employees must be given an 
opportunity to change their conduct and a reasonable time in which to 
do so, and they must be given an opportunity to understand how their 
conduct has adversely affected the workplace.
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Among our respondents, 21 percent said that their employers re-
spected the principle of progressive discipline. Most of these were work-
ing for big studios. A further 23 percent said that a first offence could lead 
to a dismissal:

 As far as I know, disciplinary action is giving you the boot. That’s 
disciplinary action. I’ve never seen anything else. It’s not union-
ized, so guess what? There are no grievances. You’ve done some-
thing the company doesn’t like—on purely arbitrary grounds, of 
course. (m-19-10-m-I-17-7-13-13-10-12-mSO)

The remaining respondents (56 percent) were unaware of the legal 
framework governing them (9 percent bluntly said they did not know 
what would happen in the case of an assumed offense, and others pro-
vided vague answers). This constitutes a rather formidable share of 
employees with a lack of knowledge about matters as important as disci-
plinary procedure, their rights, and possible remedies. This ignorance 
does not necessarily mean that no disciplinary policy exists, but it does 
suggest that policies are not publicized or clearly enforced. Even team 
leads may not know whether the studio has a formal policy:

 Maybe this is important to note, but I’m not aware of, right now, 
what tools are allowed. I’m not aware of what my resources are at 
this very moment, inside and outside of the company, if I was to be 
fired. (m-14-02-m-g-07-02-14-16-02)

Even when principles of fairness for VgDs may be upheld, the case for 
managers can be harsh. At this level of responsibility, they are fired on 
their first offence:

 You don’t get blamed once, twice, three times. It’s “You’re out, 
you’ve done enough damage.” … When you’re a manager with a 
big job title, you can be kicked out from one day to the next, but for 
level designers, artists, programmers to be let go, they really have 
to have made some very serious mistakes or have been a really big 
disappointment. (m-13-01-03-m-U-30-10-13-13-15-19-mSO)

The practice in some studios of maintaining a “policy void” trivializes 
and makes invisible the arbitrary nature of decisions about dismissal 
and their consequences. Many respondents (52 percent) felt that the risk 
of being fired was part of the working conditions in the industry, the nor-
mal consequence of poor performance:
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 It’s hard to stand up for yourself and be resilient and force for 
some change because it can easily lead to getting laid off. And you 
know, and everybody knows, that it’s because you opened your 
mouth. But it’s very easy to find another [official] reason for the 
layoff. (m-01-02-m-E-28-09-13-13-19-15-mSO)

 If I was fired randomly? I would want to know why, obviously, 
but I feel like I’ve learned quite a bit and built a pretty nice profile 
for myself so that I could probably find a job anywhere else eas-
ily, so I wouldn’t be too worried about it. (m-11-03-T-B-12-03-14-05- 
13-PB)

A closely related issue is the management of layoffs at the end of a pro-
ject. There are often no policies or rules to guide this decision-making, 
either. VgDs perceive these layoffs as a convenient management practice 
to get rid of less satisfactory workers. Being laid off is considered a sanc-
tion, while retention is evidence of a positive performance evaluation:

 By way of thanks, I was one of the people who wasn’t shown the 
door. That’s the kind of atmosphere there was. “You worked hard; 
you’re not one of the ones we’re letting go.” … At the time, it was 
clearly company policy, or at least studio policy, that when a pro-
ject was over, 10 percent of the team would be let go. (m-13-01-03-m- 
U-30-10-13-13-15-19-mSO)

 It’s very uncomfortable. The [security guard] is going to be right 
there beside you: “Take your box, don’t turn on your computer!” It 
happened to me once. … It was a mass layoff—10 percent is pretty 
huge. They’d had a meeting. They’d asked all kinds of people to go 
to the main room and, at the same time, a producer came around 
to see those who hadn’t been asked: “Leave your computers; pack 
up your stuff! We’ll send you a letter.” (m-12-16-13-m-B-24-10-13-13- 
19-15-JL)

Some companies only have “open-door policies,” according to which man-
agers spend some time answering questions and solving problems to do 
with working conditions (Legault and Weststar 2014, 2015b): 

 We don’t have HR, we don’t have any sort of established process, 
and if somebody is having an issue or a concern there’s nobody else  
to speak to, because it’s just [the president]. (m-16-02-V-N-08-10-13- 
14-26-Sm)
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Disciplinary sanctions are also manifest in how workers are assigned 
to projects. In the VgI, reputation is as important as one’s portfolio for 
vertical and horizontal mobility (Legault and Ouellet 2012). Getting as-
signed to coveted projects is a major issue; 11 percent of our Canadian 
respondents saw being reassigned to a less prestigious project as a disci-
plinary penalty equivalent to a demotion:

 What happens more often [than dismissal] is that someone is 
sidelined or put on another project or team. … It may be a punish-
ment. … You’re kind of put on the shelf. You’ve got nothing to do 
anymore. (F-18-02-16-m-W-01-10-13-19-15-JL)

This practice of “sidelining” has the advantage of pushing employees 
to leave “of their own free will” rather than be fired. It enables the em-
ployer to avoid the risk of a dispute and the cost of severance pay. In the 
most severe cases, it could be deemed constructive dismissal and illegal 
under labour law. However, these cases are hard to prove in court. 

Without a consistent system in which the same causes always produce 
the same effects, respondents cannot connect disciplinary action with 
specific failings, nor anticipate and avoid repercussions:

 There was one guy—he got disciplined. He was promising things 
he could never deliver … and when it came down to it, he wasn’t 
doing his job. … It took a while, but they finally managed to demote 
him; they didn’t throw him out. … Eventually he came back. … He 
does easy jobs.

He was never let go?

No. But other people have been. … And that’s what’s so weird. It’s 
really case by case. (m-06-15-m-W-20-11-14-13-15-19-mSO)

This situation is common among knowledge workers. The case of a 
unionization campaign of the software firm Lanetix by NewsGuild-CWA 
(Communications Workers of America), provides an illustration of arbi-
trary disciplinary action as a trigger for unionization among software 
engineers:

One issue that really motivated us … is the role that managerial 
caprice plays within workplaces where there are no real defined 
rules. In tech … the discipline isn’t even acknowledged. A real 
turning point in the campaign came when the engineers recog-
nized how much they had in common. … As soon as they started 
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to compare notes, they realized that each manager was just try-
ing to individualize the complaints that everybody had [regarding 
management of time off]. For us, that was the major attraction of 
[unionizing]. We’d have a contract that would specify exactly how 
much time we got off, exactly when we would be on call, and so on. 
There couldn’t be any more psychological gamesmanship between 
worker and manager. (Tarnoff 2018)

What was really at stake in this example, as in many disputes in the 
VgI, was the frustration of engaging repeatedly in highly personalized 
bargaining in the absence of set standards or clarity and transparency 
around rules. This leaves workers clueless when facing a manager who 
is acting inconsistently, or worse, capriciously, or vindictively. 

Our interview respondents also revealed a range of events that are 
not always perceived as “professional misconduct,” but that could be 
the subject of discipline or dismissal. The most frequent are presented 
in Table 6.2. The last seven (excluding “I don’t know”) are breaches that 
would be supported by Canadian case law, but two of the most common 
reasons would not necessarily pass the test of a labour court: “A negative 
attitude or a personal conflict between a boss and an employee” and “Not 
doing enough overtime.”

Table 6.2 
Motives for firing, according to Canadian respondents (2014)

 % of respondents

A negative attitude or a personal conflict between a boss and an 
employee 39

Breaching a non-disclosure agreement (NDA) 19

Not doing enough overtime 18

Not working core hours, coming in late too often, 
underperforming 16

Making too many mistakes 15

Sexual harassment 11

Discriminatory behaviours (sexism, racism) 8

Insulting people 4

Refusing to work on projects 2

Surfing on the Internet 2

I don’t know 8

Source: Original data from the Canadian interviews led by authors in 2013–14
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A single instance might be tolerated, but refusing to work overtime too 
frequently is a definite risk. Some managers give warnings or make com-
ments that are taken as warnings:

 There’s no written warning, it’s not a formal process, it’s pretty 
casual. … There’s a technique that we use to apply pressure to an 
individual if they’re not doing well, if they’re slacking. … If you let 
them know that “we’re not able to rely on you” and “if this kind of 
thing continues, we might not have you on the project anymore,” 
“I can’t trust you on this anymore,” stuff like this, it’s kind of guilt 
driven. (m-11-03-T-B-12-03-14-05-13-PB)

Contesting managers’ decisions is also frowned upon:

 I can’t say for certain but anytime I speak out against the prac-
tices of a company or if I disagree with the direction of a game, 
and I give my reasons… I’m not just saying it’s stupid, right? When 
I give reasons and I quantify it … the management is looking at 
me and is, like, “Yeah, that’s misconduct. He’s not supporting our 
decisions outright.” … When it’s things like people working all the 
time and not being compensated … if I say that, I feel like as soon as 
I bring it up, in their head they’re, like…

Well, is it your place?

Exactly. (m-03-19-T-B-15-05-14-05-13-JT)

At-will employment is the default condition in non-unionized work-
places; employers face few restrictions on how and when they hire and 
fire. This is even more the case in project-based environments (Rothfeld 
2020). In principle, disciplinary firings are usually subject to labour laws 
that define rights and obligations. The duty to demonstrate a “just cause” 
for firing is the requirement for due process; however, it will only be 
examined if a fired worker files a complaint to some legal authority. A 
perceived “freedom to fire” fosters a threatening culture that endangers 
vulnerable workers, silences voices of dissent, and jeopardizes independ-
ent thought. Indeed, when “there is a surplus population that can easily 
replace the employed population, layoffs can be used as a threat, leading 
to overwork and superexploitation” (Bulut 2020a, 133).

VgDs considered to have a “bad attitude” (complaining, whining, blam-
ing, being unavailable, or being unwilling to collaborate) may also be 
condemned by peers, which in turn influences managers’ assessments 
and one’s future reputation:
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 Let’s say we go for a beer—“Hey! A round for everyone!”—and 
there’s someone who isn’t doing his job, you just won’t buy him 
one. … It’s an image, but that’s the way it usually works. You’ll get 
asked for your opinion less, you won’t be the first to get the job… 
things like that. Why? You’re punished for being a whiner, being 
a critic, not being a team player, not fitting in. (m-02-04-m-U-17-10- 
13-13-19-15-mSO)

Due to this peer pressure, VgDs practice self-discipline and this can re-
duce the need for overt managerial discipline.

Remedies in the Case of Disciplinary Action

To generate a perception of procedural justice, a formal disciplinary 
policy should include a procedure for appealing a decision. But in our 
interviews, 41 percent of respondents thought that they would have to go 
to an administrative court to contest a decision, in the absence of internal 
procedures:

 If you were fired for unfair reasons would you contest it?

Yeah, oh yeah.

How would you go about that?

… I haven’t looked any of that up. I would go to the labour board 
first and get advice from them, and then I’d talk [to my boss] about 
it informally as a friend, but I don’t really know what I would do 
after that.

But court would be an option after that?

Yeah. Which I think a lot of people in my industry wouldn’t deal 
with. … People just assume, “I lost my job and there’s nothing I can 
do about it.” But there is something you can do about it. (m-02-22- 
m-L-23-11-13-16-02-PB)

Yet, VgDs rarely consider contesting decisions because they fear it will 
damage their reputations. This was a common rationale among the 
38 percent of respondents who said they would not consider contesting a 
disciplinary action or dismissal:

 So if you were fired, would you contest it?

Probably not, because it’s a very small community. There are a lot 
of companies but word would get around fast, so if you are seen 
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as a shit disturber, you wouldn’t get hired anywhere else. You get 
blacklisted, which I think does happen. … There was a point at 
which I knew a person at almost every single company in town. … 

So that good reputation really matters.

Yes, definitely. (m-17-13-V-U-25-09-13-10-23-JT)

A respondent who contested a dismissal would be more likely to nego-
tiate conditions of departure and try to “leave on a good note,” rather 
than seek a remedy. In fact, 32 percent of respondents suggested that 
contesting a dismissal would poison the workplace environment and ser-
iously tarnish their reputations.

Enforcement of ncas and ndas

Non-compete agreements (NCAs) are common in the knowledge econ-
omy, in which “know-how” plays a leading role in a firm’s competitive 
position. When key employees leave, the secrets they harbour becomes 
an issue that employers resolve by limiting their mobility in the sector. 
Under an NCA, “an employee agrees, for the term of employment and a 
certain period afterwards, not to work for a competitor of the employer 
and/or not to become involved in operating a competing organization … 
within a specified geographic area” (Boiteau and Gauthier 2010, n.p.).

Non-disclosure agreements (NDAs) are also common in the VgI, in 
which business secrets are paramount; they protect confidential infor-
mation by prohibiting any use or disclosure of a company’s confidential 
information or those of its customers, suppliers, business partners, and 
employees, obtained in the course of work. VgDs work under a culture 
of secrecy dictated by strict intellectual property (IP) regimes (O’Donnell 
2014, 12).

For a former employer to be entitled to sue for breaches of an NDA, se-
crets must be capable of providing an advantage to the next employer be-
cause of their decisive strategic value (Robinson and Jetté 2003). Leaked 
secrets can challenge a company’s exclusive position in a market, its 
marketing strategy, and its sales.

Up to 97 percent of interview respondents had signed an NDA and 
82 percent an NCA. Among them, 24 percent signed an all-encompass-
ing NCA of the “everything that you produce belongs to the studio” type, 
depriving VgDs of the authorship of projects carried on outside of work-
ing hours and infringing on their IP rights. Moreover, these provisions 
can limit the job search (because VgDs cannot show or talk about some 
current projects), as well as fruitful exchanges with peers (O’Donnell 
2014, 98). Such agreements can be arbitrarily enforced and are especially 
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prejudicial to less qualified employees, like testers, who want to upgrade 
their status:

 There are some people at our studio who have their own game 
companies and make their own games for money, and they are 
apparently allowed to do that. I was given an opportunity to do 
something … not testing, for another company on a freelance basis. 
I checked in with HR and they told me I couldn’t. … They just said it 
was a case-by-case basis. … They sort of push this idea of wanting to 
keep everyone and wanting to bring them up … If I can’t improve my 
skills to move up within this company, then what am I supposed to 
do? … It was just, “You can’t do it.” (F-07-13-T-U-10-05-14-04-11-JT)

On a case-by-case basis, using unknown criteria, and thus arbitrarily, 
managers control their expert labour by reserving their right to limit em-
ployees’ opportunities for development, without justification, and while 
offering little internal development.

A Great Unknown: The Validity of the Agreed Provisions

Contractual clauses in agreed provisions can and do infringe on the law, 
but VgDs are generally unaware of the frail legal grounds of these agree-
ments and take the document for granted. Unfortunately, though most 
VgDs’ employment contracts include NCAs and NDAs, they are only sub-
ject to court scrutiny if an employee contests their provisions. When they 
are contested, the courts generally interpret these agreements in a nar-
row, restrictive manner and to the benefit of the worker. This is for three 
reasons (Béliveau 2008; Béliveau and Lebel 2011):

•	 First,	these	contractual	agreements	contravene	an	important	
principle in common law regarding universal duty of loyalty, 
which requires all employees, in any position or at any level, to 
act faithfully and honestly towards their employer. The courts 
require the agreement to have been entered into freely. There 
may have been a lack of consent if the employee was unable to 
negotiate, did not understand the meaning of the required com-
mitment, or acted under the threat of a penalty or dismissal. 
The employer is often able to impose provisions on newly 
recruited employees deprived of bargaining power.

•	 Second,	competition	is	only	to	be	restricted	if	a	higher	interest	
must be protected, because the liberal economy is based on 
free-market principles.
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•	 Third,	restricting	a	former	employee’s	freedom	to	work	(and	
earn a living) conflicts with fundamental rights in a modern 
liberal society.

There is limited case law for the VgI, but based on the above and case 
law from other industries, agreements are often invalidated by the courts 
because they fail to satisfy the following three conditions of validity: 1) to 
set a reasonable duration on the prohibition of competition or disclosure, 
2) to set reasonable geographic limits on the prohibition, and 3) to limit 
the prohibition only to activities that harm the former employer’s legit-
imate interests (Legault 2015).

Regarding NCAs, NDAs, and pay, newly hired VgDs are seldom in a 
strong bargaining position. Inexperienced candidates crave jobs, engen-
dering fierce competition for starting-level positions. Employee consent 
can be vitiated when the agreement is signed on the first day of work, 
when they have already left their previous jobs and are no longer able to 
negotiate or to refuse:

 In the case [of one big studio], I’d say that their hiring process is 
rigged slightly in their favour because they only give you the non- 
compete agreement to sign on your first day of work. So, you’ve 
already left your old job, you’ve signed a contract to go and work, 
you start to work, so the message is: “If you want to come back to 
work tomorrow, you better sign now.” (m-13-01-03-m-U-30-10-13- 
13-15-19-mSO)

Regarding free consent, 26 percent of interview respondents had their 
agreement presented to them as non-negotiable, and 20 percent said that 
certain provisions were negotiable (including the duration of the restric-
tion), while only 14 percent said that everything was negotiable: 

 I don’t think [I could] refuse to sign it. I’ve never tried, but I will 
point out certain things and say, “this time is too long.” … At one 
of the jobs I did, they have a non-compete thing for six months. I 
told them: “six months is too long, I only can do three months,” and 
they changed it. (F-13-11-m-W-10-10-13-13-19-15-mSO)

At the time employees sign an agreement, they do not know whether 
it is valid according to the criteria of interpretation used by the courts:

 I wasn’t happy about signing it! I was at school and the teachers 
were former industry people. Several of them who used to work 
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[at a big studio] told us about it ahead of time. They were honest 
with us. Those kinds of provisions are borderline illegal. There’s 
virtually no other field where they can impose that on someone. 
We were told that unless we had a big reputation in the industry, 
no company was ever going to sue us for changing companies. But 
you still have doubts that leave you uneasy. (m-19-12-m-U-12-11-13- 
13-15-19-JL)

The remaining 40 percent of respondents knew enough to consider that 
the signed agreement was illegal, unenforceable, or wouldn’t hold up in 
court. This could lead us to think that they are inconsequential and not 
worth being concerned about. Yet, such agreements still expose VgDs to 
the risk of legal proceedings:

 There are certain parts of the non-compete agreement that are 
non-enforceable, like you can’t stop somebody from earning a liv-
ing, so that part of the non-compete clause isn’t enforceable. But 
taking intellectual property or designs to another studio, that is 
enforceable, because it’s protected under the intellectual property 
laws. (m-20-22-V-A-12-19-13-14-26-PB)

 I sign an NDA for each project. … They make you sign documents 
that are illegal. It’s typically what they do … and it’s mostly a scare 
tactic. My understanding is that you can’t tell someone to not work 
in the industry for three years when they leave their job, and that’s 
pretty typical. … But I’ve talked to lawyers, and they’ve told me that 
it’s a non-valid contract that is not enforceable.

Have you ever refused to sign a non-compete or a non-disclosure?

No, I haven’t. I always sign them. (m-19-20-T-m-22-05-14-05-13-JT)

Among those who believe contracts may be negotiated, 23 percent said 
their ability to negotiate the provisions was by virtue of their standing 
in the industry; they were “stars” with very impressive portfolios. The 
youngest recruits, who have no experience, hardly negotiate anything 
at all:

 It depends on how much the company wants you. If they really 
want you, they will change the contract. … They get plenty of 
twenty-two/twenty-three-year-olds, recent grads who just want to 
work on games. And to these kids you can say: “You’re going to 
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work for ten bucks an hour, but you’ll be making games!” And a lot 
of them will just take the job. (m-05-14-L-D-22-07-13-10-23-JT)

 You’d have to be a big shot, someone who can say, “I made [a suc-
cessful game],” one of the top-selling games in its category. A guy 
like that can go [to a big studio] and say, “I’m not having anything 
to do with your provisions.” … You can negotiate … but generally, 
especially when you’re just starting out, they give you a piece of 
paper, you say thank you and you sign. (m-02-04-m-U-17-10-13-13- 
19-15-mSO)

Besides the “star factor,” we must add the “size factor.” Big studios 
have more bargaining power and are not as flexible as small ones:

 Generally, [a big studio] is not flexible enough. Generally, the 
smaller the studio, the more flexible they are. Because the smaller 
the studio, the less talent they can attract, the more they want to 
keep hold of the ones they have, so are much more flexible. (m-01- 
02-m-E-28-09-13-13-19-15-mSO)

Is it possible to refuse to sign the provisions? Among the Canadian 
respondents, 13 percent of those who answered the question said they 
could refuse, 72 percent said that refusing meant giving up the job, and 
15 percent said they simply did not know whether it was possible. 

Selective Enforcement of NCAs and NDAs

Although 40 percent of respondents suspected that the signed agree-
ments were illegal or unenforceable, half of those (45 percent) would not 
risk challenging them. Breaching an NDA can lead to disciplinary sanc-
tions such as some discretionary reduction of a bonus:

 Like sharing NDA stuff: that’s a serious case of misconduct. You 
can’t do that. (F-07-04-T-X-27-05-14-04-11-JT)

 Giving away information, leaking information—that’s the worst, 
in my view. Sometimes, you don’t even know what you’ve just 
done. You are in the middle of a party and you meet some folks 
who work in another studio and … it’s a friend. … You discuss 
things, but this friend will talk about this with someone else who 
will do the same with a higher-up … who will brag about it, and 



146 aPPlied analysis

first thing you know, here it’s back to you. … This kind of mistake 
is very harmful for the studio. It sucks, you’ve just lost 2 percent on 
your bonus. (m-12-16-04-m-W-10-10-13-13-19-15-JL)

Poaching staff is also taken seriously by management; breaches are sub-
ject to disciplinary action:

 If I went and spoke to a competitor about any of our numbers, 
that’d be a case of very strong professional misconduct. If I was 
attempting to poach staff internally for my own means or my own 
start-up, that would be considered professional misconduct. (m-23- 
12-V-T-30-10-2013-14-26)

Most of our interviewees said that the employer presents the agree-
ments in a way that makes the restrictions seem acceptable. For instance, 
they may tell new VgDs that the provisions are never or almost never en-
forced, which is indeed a fact, just to get them to sign without negotiating:

 There’s one clause in there that said that you could not work for 
a competitor for, like, a year after working [for a big studio]. Some 
people weren’t even sure if that was legal. The company … said: 
“Don’t worry about that, that’s fine, you can get a job somewhere 
else.” That was something they put in there more for people who 
leave the studio and then form their own company using the tech-
nology and the stuff they learned from the studio—that’s what 
they said it was primarily for. … But it was worded in there like you 
couldn’t get a job anywhere else. (m-14-13-T-g-18-02-14-04-11-DK)

Among themselves, VgDs play down the risk of enforcement, as well 
as the scope. The narrative is that they are reserved for key assets like 
star developers or senior managers. 

 I went to a panel on the videogame industry and I asked the pan-
elists about NDAs and NCAs, whether they ever had any practical 
effect, and they all said, “no don’t worry about it.” They said that 
the only way someone would pursue you … is if they could legally 
prove that you took intellectual property or skills with you that 
were irreplaceable, and “you’re not high level enough to worry 
about that,” and almost nobody is. The guy said he knew of only 
two cases where someone successfully sued on the basis of a non- 
compete agreement. (F-10-22-07-m-g-22-11-13-16-02-PB)
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 It seems like they only enforce it for the high-profile cases. So, if 
there’s a very key person that they want to keep—like the creative 
director or the high-level manager—then I think that they would 
enforce that, if they find a threat. But for someone like me, then a 
lot of times they don’t really do anything. (m-20-20-T-U-25-02-14- 
05-13-JT)

Nevertheless, all VgDs are exposed as soon as they sign:

 I tried to be as diplomatic as I could while still trying to get them 
to change it, but they told me: “Don’t worry about it, [the studio (a 
big one)] never enforces those provisions anyhow. It’s just an insur-
ance policy in case someone tries to make off with the company’s 
trade secrets or whatever.” But you end up signing it anyway. I 
don’t know what [the studio]’s official policy is going to be X years 
from now, so you’re leaving yourself exposed. (m-13-01-03-m-U-30- 
10-13-13-15-19-mSO)

 I think it only happens for people like CEOs or something [laughs]. 
It’s not for the bottom layer. They just want to be able to catch us if 
there’s anything. … The lawyers are very expensive. (F-13-11-m-W- 
10-10-13-13-19-15-mSO)

Therefore, these contracts are not innocuous. If an employer does de-
cide to enforce them, this will compel employees to incur significant 
legal fees to fight them, and damage their own reputation. Even with a 
NCA, the power imbalance between an employer and a VgD would likely 
lead the latter to give up or conclude an out-of-court settlement. Since 
there is always the chance that they can be enforced, they are used as a 
threat in the event of any conflict. Employers remind their employees of 
this occasionally:

 When I handed in my resignation, they said: “You know that you 
signed an NCA, right?” … I think those contracts won’t really hold 
up in court. They’re drawn up for the purpose of threatening or 
dissuading. (F-18-02-16-m-W-01-10-13-19-15-JL)

 It’s a leash to keep you with the company for the longest time pos-
sible. … “We won’t call your non-compete agreement”—but I only 
have their word on it. They still own the power to prevent me from 
working. (m-14-02-m-g-07-02-14-16-02)
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 I met with my HR representative conducting my exit interview, 
and then … he mentioned that “your non-compete clause is not 
going to be imposed on you.” [It was] this moment where some-
body else could have decided my future employment. … And that’s 
the problem. (m-14-02-m-g-07-02-14-16-02)

In discussing IP rights for projects outside of company time, one re-
spondent gave a telling example of the “grey area” of NCA provisions and 
their arbitrary enforcement:

 The HR person actually said something like, “manage your suc-
cess,” which is a very strange way of saying: “you can go ahead and 
keep working on your personal project, but if it gets too big [we] can 
just suddenly say ‘oh, it’s ours.’” … It’s probably another of those 
cases where they’d like you to be ignorant, and if you’re not ignor-
ant, then they’ll take you to court about it and they know that you 
don’t want to go to court over this stuff because you’re just some 
peon who doesn’t have a million bucks to go to court with. (m-11-02- 
m-U-16-12-13-16-02)

It is ironic that VgDs must comply with such a strict, unilateral, and 
depriving IP regime, while at the same time being invited to work with 
passion, devote the best of their whole selves, and become obsessed with 
the project. They are invited to buy into the post-bureaucratic workplace 
model (see Chapter 1) and then are alienated from it (Bulut 2020a, 24, 
31). Indeed, “the moment they sign an employment contract, they waive 
any rights over their creative output due to intellectual property clauses” 
(Bulut 2020a, 34).

Crediting Policies Only Reasonably Satisfactory

The recognition of IP and the crediting of VgD contributions is also an 
object at stake for citizenship. In 2004, 44 percent of the VgDs surveyed 
felt they got the recognition they deserved. However, 34 percent added 
that management and publishers got too much credit in comparison 
with developers. Moreover, 24 percent said they would not be credited 
for the work they had done if they left before the end of a project.

In later years, the question was asked with a broader focus on the 
recognition of work done. Figure 6.1 shows that the situation remained 
satisfactory. Across the years, at least half of the respondents felt that 
their contributions were recognized.
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In game development, crediting is largely unregulated (Deuze, Chase 
Bowen, and Allen 2007) and crediting practices are in constant evolu-
tion. In our interviews, 66 percent of respondents said that their studio 
had adopted credit allocation policies and acknowledged their work; 
34 percent did not know whether the studio would credit their work. Of 
those who were asked for their opinion of the crediting policy, 76 per-
cent thought that credit was given accurately and 24 percent thought it 
was not.

Given the importance of their portfolio to their careers, accurate cred-
iting would seem essential for a developer’s claims of experience, yet 
there are mixed feelings among VgDs about crediting practices. Over 
one-third (37 percent) of interview respondents said that being credited 
at the end of a game is pointless (with mobile games, some studios now 
place a list of contributors on their website), and 33 percent said they pre-
ferred being acknowledged through merit bonuses or having permission 
to add the project to a portfolio (20 percent). Some saw crediting as a risk 
of exposure to irate fans over social media:
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Figure 6.1 
Distribution of answers to the question: “My work is underappreciated and 
mostly goes unrecognized” (2009, 2014, 2019)

Source: Original data from DSS 2009, 2014, 2019
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 If you get an official credit, you do get your name out there but at 
the same time you also have to deal with that clash from the gamer 
community. … Some of our community managers got personal 
hate. … If you’re known to the community, then if something goes 
wrong, they’ll give you a backlash. … I’m not too worried about 
[crediting] in terms of future employment because I can just say 
on my resumé: here’s what I did. (F-09-20-V-A-24-10-13-14-26-AD)

When present, some formal policies remain unsatisfactory. Our inter-
view respondents raised several substantive issues:

1. Some studios do not attribute credit at all and/or the credit is only at-
tributed to the studio or publisher brand. Smaller studios have no power 
to resist the demands of publishers, and VgDs have no say:

 It’s unfortunate; there’s no crediting anywhere. It’s just this se-
cret society of a little team or whatever. It’s not even on the web-
site, like, “Here’s our team!” (m-13-10-T-B-20-01-14-04-11)

 When we’re a partner in contracts I’ve done with [publisher X], 
our names aren’t listed. [Publisher X] had that provision, which 
they call a “green flag.” The big companies often do that. … It’ll be 
written: “Developed by [X studio],” but there are no names. (m-12- 
16-13-m-B-24-10-13-13-19-15-JL)

 It was a big client for us to work on for a tiny studio … and the 
client didn’t think that it needed credits in the game, so … the com-
pany was just, like, “Okay!” and refused to fight them. (m-02-22-m- 
L-23-11-13-16-02-PB)

2. VgDs who leave a project before the end are rarely credited:

 They still have that attitude of, “if you leave the company, your 
name’s not in the credits.” And we had to fight for the people who 
left. … I don’t think the video game industry, in general, has a good 
crediting system. It’s not like the film industry, where you can read 
a credit and know what that person did. … I always have to explain 
from scratch what I did. (m-03-19-T-B-15-05-14-05-13-JT)

3. Allocation based on job titles is not always an accurate representation 
of a person’s work. As reflected in the quote above, job titles vary greatly 
in the industry, do not signal a standard canon of work, and do not always 
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reflect the work or creativity that one considers that they have invested. 
In smaller studios, VgDs can hold many roles but only be credited for one, 
while in larger studios, VgDs on studio-wide support teams (for example, 
engineering tools or middleware) might not be adequately cre dited on 
any game. Van Roessel and Švlech (2021) have also raised speci fic chal-
lenges with crediting the work behind in-game monetization:

 They gave credit based on your job title. And at the time I was 
a quality assurance technician on the testing. And, because they 
asked me to … work as a level designer on a game, I designed ac-
tually one-third of the levels that appeared in the game. When it 
came time to release the game, I was like, “Can I get credited as 
level designer because I did level design for a large portion of the 
game?” And I was told, “No. You can only get credited by your job 
titles.” (m-10-03-T-D-15-05-14-04-11-JT)

 The original manager that we had when I started wouldn’t let a 
person have more than one credit on a game. Which was a bum-
mer because, back then, the team was only twelve people, so every-
body had multiple jobs. … I think it really just depends on who’s 
editing the particular text file. (F-13-19-T-B-29-05-14-05-13-JT)

 I wasn’t specifically working on [game X] or [game Y]. I was sort 
of on a tools team … and basically when you’re on one of those 
teams, you get a choice of which project you want to be credited on. 
… And in that case, I asked to have a credit on [game X] and I never 
ended up on it. (m-16-05-V-E-24-09-13-10-23-JT)

4. There are no processes for contesting credits, and pushing back can 
harm your reputation and lead to further arbitrary treatment down the 
road:

 I kind of fought for [credit]. I had begrudgingly won. But from 
that point my employer didn’t like me and actually made my job 
situation more uncomfortable. And I left not too long after that be-
cause … they were like, “We’re going to do it but … we’ll make your 
life miserable.” (m-10-03-T-D-15-05-14-04-11-JT)

Overall, the process for putting together the list of credits can seem er-
ratic. Producers play a major role in recognition practices that vary even 
within the same studio as there is room for discretion. Publishers some-
times play a role too.
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Access to Training: An Arbitrary Decision

Access to training is a key issue when keeping one’s knowledge up to 
date is essential. Training can be formal (in an institution) or informal 
(self-directed, through peer networks or virtual communities). We focus 
on access to formal training because it has a cost both financially and in 
absence from work.

Some companies incentivize training by paying for training sessions 
available on the market, covering expenses for taking part in events, or or-
ganizing them, but most VgDs do not have access to employer-supported 
training (see Chapter 5). Some cases are not so clear; employers allow 
VgDs to use internal resources to train during work hours or while be-
tween projects, or they pay conference registration fees as a reward:

 Was there anything to help you stay up to date?

Yes, but they were all individually directed projects. One of my 
friends … started internal training for new designers that ran for 
a while. They did roundtables once every two weeks. That was a 
personally directed project … but that wasn’t any kind of long-term 
skills development stuff; it was like, “You’re going to be doing this 
next week; you need to know how to do it.” And I got to go to the 
Austin gDC [Game Developers Conference] once, but I don’t know 
if that was really training. That was because I won a game de-
velopment contest. They did pay my ticket! (m-07-12-m-F-31-01-14- 
16-02-PB)

These situations highlight the discretion involved in these decisions 
and the lack of connection to any training plan or policy, besides a rudi-
mentary support to the effect of rewarding “good” behaviour. When an 
employee asks for funding for their training, the decision-making pro-
cess is quite murky. Even known policies can be bypassed under un-
known conditions:

 They’ll suggest [attending conferences] if they think it’s appropri-
ate for you, but you can also ask, and if they feel that you’re a good 
fit for that type of conference, then they’ll send you, if they have the 
budget for it. (m-05-07-V-m-26-11-13-14-26-PB)

 I don’t know if they’d help me do it, but they definitely communi-
cate events that are going on. Actually, sometimes they give us 
tickets. They do have the internal training program, which, again, 
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is on and off. It’s not supposed to be available to people on con-
tract but I’ve totally done stuff, so I don’t know what that means. 
(F-07-13-T-U-10-05-14-04-11-JT)

Some studios are subject to laws or government policies that require 
companies to devote a certain percentage of their wage bill to training. 
However, some fail to meet their commitments or deliberately falsify 
their activities. Typically, if VgDs want to attend conferences, they must 
pay out of their own pockets:

 Definitely, I go to the occasional IgDA meeting for networking. 
I know of people at a lot of the other companies. I guess, just be-
cause it feels like a small industry here in that people move around 
a lot, [you need] a lot of networking. I read websites and articles. I 
haven’t been … to as many conferences as I’d like. Most of the time, 
they’ve been self-funded, and when I haven’t been working. But I’d 
like to have employers who see the value in sending their employ-
ees to these kinds of conferences. (m-10-06-m-B-16-11-13-16-02-PB) 

VgDs are largely on their own with respect to training, having to fund the 
process of updating their skills, which, in the end, benefits both them-
selves and their employer if they stay with the same studio.

Assignment to Projects

Placements are also a constant concern for VgDs because they evolve in 
a project environment. Being assigned to a specific project is an occasion 
for training and development, building a reputation and preparing for 
future employment. The issue of internal placement arises chiefly in 
medium to large studios with multiple projects and a deeper portfolio. 
The smaller the studio, the more VgDs will need to explore outside; small 
studios carry out only a few projects at any given time, frequently lay off 
employees, and are more apt to employ on contract.

Our interview respondents noted a range of policies for project 
assignment:

•	 12	percent	said	there	was	a	formal	procedure	(applications,	
interviews, etc.) (half of those respondents worked in big stu-
dios, the other half in smaller ones). 

•	 19	percent	said	there	was	a	formal	process,	but	you	could	bypass	
it through an informal procedure (two-thirds were employed in 
big studios, the other third in small ones).
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•	 48	percent	said	their	studio	did	not	follow	a	formal	procedure,	
just an informal practice (one-third worked in big studios, 
two-thirds in small ones). 

•	 The	remaining	21	percent	could	not	recall	any	policy.	

There was no obvious link between the size of the studio and the for-
mality of the assignment policy. In all, 88 percent of our interviewees 
were faced with informality and decision-making processes that might 
accommodate their development aspirations in some contexts:

 They started using a new engine I was really interested in, so I 
was just asking my friends and the lead on the project, and eventu-
ally I sneaked into their team. So, it’s pretty much connections and 
hovering around. … It’s more like relationship than paper. (F-13-11- 
m-W-10-10-13-13-19-15-mSO)

Within projects, some tasks or roles are assigned informally. Workers 
can state their preferences and talk to the people in charge of the job 
they would like to do. Yet, asking for a specific assignment can prove 
challenging:

 Once you’re in a silo [at a big studio], you’re pretty much stuck in 
that silo. There are career paths that you can follow, but to jump 
between those is really hard. You have to know somebody, and 
they’re going to fight for you. It’s a very undocumented process. It 
doesn’t happen very often, because there’s a lot of friction associ-
ated with doing that. … I contacted some of the studios that [the par-
ent studio] had acquired. I emailed some of their CEOs and people 
in charge to find some contacts throughout the [parent studio’s] 
wider global network to try to reach out, find mentors, and that 
kind of thing. I tried to build that up, with very little traction again. 
(F-11-11-V-R-26-11-13-14-26-JL)

A formal policy, however, does not eliminate arbitrariness, because 
most policies confer the ultimate authority over assignments to the pro-
ducer. Our interviewees who were “in the know” recounted stories of 
how the formal system was bypassed in favour of direct networking:

 You have to go and talk to the right people. We have an HR person 
who says, when you’re between projects, “What are you interested 
in?” … Afterwards, she goes round and speaks on your behalf, to 
try and place you on a project. … But most people I know—and 
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me, too—we get better results by taking steps ourselves. Let’s say 
I know a guy who’s working on a project: “Hey, do you need any-
one?” … Then, as a result of the chitchat, all of a sudden you’ve got 
an appointment with so-and-so. So, in the end, you’re the one who 
tells the HR person: “I’ve managed to find something” [laughs]. 
(m-16-02-m-U-24-10-13-13-19-15-JL)

 When I think of what other people have had to do [to get an as-
signment], to get almost aggressive, literally an e-mail every week 
to HR! “Do you have any news for me? Have you heard anything? 
Any news?” It drives them crazy! The best way, I think, is to go and 
talk to the people working on the project, and afterwards send an 
e-mail to HR. (m-19-12-m-U-12-11-13-13-15-19-JL)

The support of a current producer can also facilitate the movement of 
VgDs across projects and tip the scales in formal processes:

 When the opening came up, the game hadn’t been released yet 
and my boss as QA had always been so supportive! He said: “I want 
you guys to apply for it!” He found out that the studio had already 
started looking at other candidates. When he found out about it, he 
talked to the producers: “Hey! I’ve got QA people here who would 
probably do amazing!” A couple of us had interviews—four of us. 
(F-11-20-V-H-27-11-13-14-26-JL-mSO)

That said, a significant two-thirds of interview respondents said they 
were not consulted on assignments because these are managerial 
decisions:

 If you applied for a job with your current employer to work on a differ-
ent project, how is the decision made?

You could probably speak to someone about it, but generally, it’s 
the needs of the business more. If there’s flexibility to move be-
tween projects, then maybe they would, but generally … they’ll say 
you need to work on that project. (m-10-06-m-B-16-11-13-16-02-PB)

This comment leads us back to considerations raised in Chapter 3, 
about the conflicting interests at stake in the matter of assignments. 
When VgDs are looking for a new project, their own interest lies in po-
tential professional development. Under a formal policy, they can also 
be supported by the HR policy in their quest to learn. On the other hand, 
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the project manager will be inclined to retain the most experienced and 
efficient employees on their projects or those recommended by a trusted 
peer. It is common knowledge that producers can exert significant pres-
sure over HR when they would like to keep employees in a certain role. 
That is the inherent limit of formal policies in a project environment 
(Turner, Huemann, and Keegan 2018).

Evaluation and Promotion

There is always an evaluation of employees in work environments, 
whether formal or informal. Though decisions are rarely groundless, the 
less formal the process, the more arbitrary decision-making can be. This 
is riskier for employees and farther from an ideal of citizenship. This is 
particularly the case in decision-making regarding performance evalua-
tions, which is highly discretionary. Although it could be regarded as a 
conflict of interest for employees to have a role in determining the out-
come of such decisions, their ability to participate in this process is ap-
propriate within a citizenship-at-work framework.

Survey respondents were asked how frequently their employers con-
ducted performance evaluations, a first indicator of a formal policy (see 
Table 6.3). Roughly half said they were evaluated once a year. However, 
the second most common response was, “my company does not conduct 
performance reviews.” Given the importance of performance evalua-
tions, it is surprising to note how many respondents did not know how 
frequently their performance was evaluated.

Among the interview respondents, 74 percent were subject to a for-
mal performance review process, while 26 percent were subject to an 
informal one. Of those under a formal process, 70 percent said that the 
procedure was followed, 22 percent said that the studio did not follow the 
established procedure, and 8 percent did not comment. Many of our re-
spondents (59 percent) described how the performance review was held 
(see Table 6.4).

The most common procedure essentially consisted of a meeting with 
one or more superiors, which, in the absence of any official policy, in-
volved varying degrees of arbitrariness. The manager drew some con-
clusions about the employee’s performance without any guidelines, 
known criteria, or consultation. In this procedure, VgDs were not given 
an opportunity to discuss the evaluation results or ask for more specifics, 
and had no means of contesting the evaluation:

 We have … performance reviews, I guess, about once a year, but 
we don’t get any feedback on that—we get given our feedback by 
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our director, but there’s no recourse to say I disagree. … It’s on a 
scale of one to four, how well did you do? So, one is you completely 
failed to do anything, four is that you exceeded expectations. And 
it’s very subjective, and it’s very reliant on your director.

Is it fair?

No, I don’t think so at all. (F-12-20-m-E-03-12-13-16-02)

Table 6.3 
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “How often does your 
company conduct performance reviews of its employees?” (2014–19) 

2014 2019 

Annually 52 43

My company does not conduct performance reviews 15 15

Every six months 12 14

Don’t know 12 7

Quarterly 6 8

Ad-hoc/inconsistent 1 13

Other 1 —

Source: Original data from the IgDA DSS 2014, 2019

Table 6.4 
Type of assessment procedure in my studio

 
% of respondents 
who discussed it

Meeting with a manager 49

Meeting with a manager and evaluation through a 
questionnaire 17

Meeting with a manager and peer review 7

Meeting with a manager, peer review, and questionnaire 13

Evaluation via a questionnaire and peer review 4

Evaluation only via a questionnaire 4

Evaluation via software 2

Evaluation of teams only, no individual evaluation 2

Peer review only 2

Total 100

Source: Original data from the Canadian interviews led by authors in 2013–14
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In line with the survey respondents who said that performance re-
views were conducted on an inconsistent or ad hoc basis, a few interview 
respondents said they were “evaluated” only when there was a problem. 
They thought that not being evaluated was good news—as if a perform-
ance review were part of the disciplinary process:

 Do you have a formal evaluation process?

No. Essentially, in my experience with the management style that 
I’m in, it’s “no news is good news.” It’s pretty much that I haven’t 
been doing a bad job. (F-11-07-m-S-24-11-13-16-02-PB)

 I think if the product is not doing well, if we were not making our 
time, if I was forgetting about stuff, then I would be, “I’m not doing 
well.” My boss is very quiet. If I don’t hear from him it’s a good 
thing. … We only ever do full evaluations when people are having 
problems, which I guess is something I’d like to change. (F-13-13- 
V-I-15-11-13-14-26)

The VgI evolves rapidly with changes in technology. This affects the 
evaluation of new jobs: what’s necessary to make a good evaluation? 
The following respondent served as an online community manager for 
a massively multiplayer online game (mmOg) when this type of game 
was just emerging. As is illustrated in their response, when there are no 
clearly established review criteria (see Dubois and Weststar 2021), there 
is room for arbitrariness:

 A really good example would be, when I’m trying to build up our 
Twitter following because they haven’t been giving any sort of pro-
motional budget, I would actually spend hours searching Twitter 
for specific hashtags that people are posting about and then engage 
with those users and, you know, try to build conversations and 
establish a rapport with them, in order for them to check out our 
profile and follow us back. And that takes a lot of time. (F-03-07-V- 
F-12-19-13-14-26-LT)

Some studios have very informal performance review policies, and 
managers may conduct evaluations in the manner they think appropri-
ate, including speaking to a VgD about their own lives and career paths. 
According to some respondents, a formal review process would not be a 
good fit for a small studio:
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 Occasionally … the founder would check in with people, but it was 
not structured in a very formal [way]. … It’s a small organization 
so nothing like, “Here’s our annual review thing!” I don’t think it 
would be appropriate anyway. I just don’t think it would jive with 
the people and the culture and all that. (m-15-01-V-K-02-10-13-14- 
26-LT)

 I think there might be [formal evaluations]. … I think it was two 
times that we’d go and have coffee and have, like, a little review, 
“how things are going” type thing. … I’m not really sure what for-
mal would mean. (F-19-18-V-S-12-11-13-14-26-LT)

 I actually haven’t had a formal evaluation but I’m going to have 
one on Monday, so after four years there’s that. But, I don’t know, 
I guess I do get feedback from my bosses as we go. … They will 
thank me or tell me, “You’ve done a good job on this.” So, there’s 
that. I feel like there’s a very direct feedback as far as seeing when 
I put something in, if it’s successful or if it breaks. (m-01-19-T-D-28- 
11-13-05-13-JT)

Some respondents organize their own evaluations, soliciting their peers 
or superiors, to gain clarity on their performance or to agitate for better 
terms in a contract:

 No, I haven’t had any sort of reviews. … I make sure to sit down 
with people all the time and get, like, mini-reviews. When I’m set-
ting up this new contract with the company, I’m like, “How are you 
guys regarding me? Am I doing a good job? … Great, because your 
expectations have gone up, so here’s a new contract to adjust for 
that.” … If the company’s not going to have proper HR and process 
to review me, I will make sure that I get those reviews, and if there 
need to be adjustments. (m-18-01-V-R-13-11-13-14-26-LT)

Evaluation can trigger pay raise bargaining, and that may explain why 
some studios do not have an evaluation process, even if VgDs feel de-
prived of feedback and often initiate review meetings themselves:

 When I took the job, I asked, “Will I have a chance to be reviewed 
in my first year here?” And they said yes, but they never initiated 
any kind of review, so I had to raise the issue. And I said, “You 
know what? I’d like to have my salary looked at and I’d like your 
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feedback on my work.” And they still didn’t really give me formal 
feedback on my work, but they did do a salary review and they 
gave me cost of living, so… Okay, but I had to ask for it. … And I still 
feel that I don’t have enough feedback from management on the 
quality of my work. (F-19-09-T-S-17-01-14-05-13-JT)

Some VgDs do operate under a formal system, including built-in effects 
on the pay structure, but it is never explained or made visible to them. 
As a result, they cannot contest it and miss out on receiving feedback on 
their work. That said, many studios do have a comprehensive process, 
like a 360-degree review that combines personal, peer, subordinate, and 
supervisor reviews:

 We have a formal yearly evaluation. … You do a self-evaluation. 
They have a relatively complex form that you have to fill out about 
your work ethic and the quality of your work, and they also give 
forms to three of your peers to evaluate you, and your lead evalu-
ates you, and then you have a one-on-one evaluation meeting with 
your lead. … And we get ranked in all of the things that we do: tech-
nical skill, artistic skill, work ethic. … And higher-ups kind of take 
that evaluation and process to decide how big of a raise we should 
get every year, whether or not we should go from level one to level 
two, two to three, become a lead… (m-02-22-m-L-23-11-13-16-02-PB)

 So, what they did now is that everybody on your team evaluates 
everybody in an anonymous system with a one-to-five scale, five 
being the highest, perfect. … If you get a five, you’re exceeding all 
expectations beyond belief. Most people get three to four. On differ-
ent standards you’re being evaluated, with commentary, and this 
is all getting compiled, sorted with commentaries, and managed 
electronically, and this is being fed into a system. (m-14-02-m-g-07- 
02-14-16-02)

Yet even these systems have problems. Peer reviews are supposed to be 
anonymous, but can hardly remain so in many contexts:

 We do peer reviews, and peer reviews are people you worked dir-
ectly with, [and you] answer questions about your work, leadership, 
communication, team working, and all those questions. Then, you 
review them with your manager, and they’re all anonymous, and 
then you get reviewed by your direct manager, and then your prod-
uct also has metrics, and the team, like the whole company itself, 
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has metrics. … I think it could be [a fair process], except right now, 
only three people reviewed me, so I knew—the comments that I 
got, I knew exactly who said them—and the same with the people 
who I reviewed. … Afterwards, I was like, “Oh! I didn’t know you 
felt that way about this.” So I think it’s kind of bad in that sense. I 
think it would be better if you got reviewed by more people. (m-20- 
22-V-A-12-19-13-14-26-PB)

This form of structured evaluation, which includes different types of as-
sessment, helps to limit the arbitrary element in evaluations. But at the 
same time, it can generate conflicts or pressure to avoid them.

As well, managers can disregard the evaluation policy during crunch 
times when everyone is busy, which raises the issue of how important 
evaluations really are:

 We had a form of evaluation process that was basically ignored. 
It was ignored, especially towards the end, when everyone was in 
crunch. … It’s not super proactive development. There was a for-
mally articulated process, but it was much more of a fiction than it 
was real. (m-01-18-V-E-18-10-13-14-26-JL)

Compensation: A Multi-Level System

Large game development studios have a three-layered compensation 
system. The first two parts are intertwined and appear to be one single 
operation. The first layer is a starting point, based on “market wages” 
for comparable jobs, which will end up being the pay level for many. 
The second layer is a supplement which can be individually negotiated 
based on one’s market value, reputation, and achievements. These two 
constitute the individual base pay level. The third layer is performance 
based: the bonus. The latter two layers leave much room for discretion-
ary decision-making.

The Individually Negotiated Pay Level
Our data show a general lack of formal pay policies based on rules 
and predetermined criteria or fixed pay scales that would standard-
ize pay raises. When asked whether raises were part of their compen-
sation, at least 65 percent of employee survey respondents said their 
raise was based partly or wholly on a discretionary estimate by one or 
more managers (see Table 6.4, rows 1 and 2). In 2019, respondents who 
were self-employed were asked if they provided raises to their staff. 
These represent indie/smaller studios and display an even greater use 
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of managerial discretion—that is, when raises are provided at all (see 
Table 6.5, column 3).

Pay levels can vary due to the perceived market value of any candi-
date and the incentive to hire or retain them. In the business of entertain-
ment, acknowledging individual merit and translating its market value 
to pay levels is not contested as inequitable but is rather seen as neces-
sary. The meritocratic pay and placement system is a source of pride that 
draws upon the post-bureaucratic movement of thought and the rejec-
tion of hierarchy-based authority.

Yet, in individual negotiations, most VgDs are in no position to make 
demands, and often take what they are given:

 I guess the problem is that I haven’t renegotiated my salary at 
all, I just get raises, but I have to negotiate them, so I don’t know 
[about others]. I feel like a few co-workers might have negotiated 
better salaries. … Basically if you were doing something in crunch 
mode, though, and your product was successful, I think you’d 
expect to get a bigger bonus, and if you didn’t, I feel like that you 
could probably be, like, “Can I get more money?” But it’s not in my 
personality to actually bring it up, so I don’t know. (F-09-20-V-A- 
24-10-13-14-26-AD)

Pay raises may be determined more formally in larger studios, but even 
so, the criteria for a raise and its proportions are still discretionary. Pay 

Table 6.5 
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Does your 
employer/do you provide raises as part of your compensation?” (2014–19) 

2014 
(employees)

2019 
(employees)

2019  
(provision to 
employees) 

1. Yes, based on a combination of 
merit, fixed percentage, and judge-
ment of management

39 38 6

2. Yes, based on the judgement of 
management 16 18 25

3. Yes, based on merit 10 11 25

4. Yes, based on a fixed percentage 4 4 6

No 18 15 37

Don’t know 13 13 —

Source: Original data from DSS 2014, 2019
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raises are negotiated individually and informally in small- to medium-
sized studios:

 I managed to drag a minor pay increase [out of the CEO]. It re-
quired a lot of cajoling. … It was just after [the game project] had 
shipped and I was, like, “Clearly, we did a lot of work on this game. 
I’m trying to figure out what my future is going to be like. I want 
to have some kind of financial security in my future!” … And so 
there’s a bit of back and forth, and then eventually I was able to 
drag, I think it was 7 percent or something like that. It’s a small 
company. … I mean it was kind of weird having to ask, but what-
ever, I don’t imagine it would have happened in any other way. 
There’s definitely no regularly structured reviews that would 
make my pay bigger. It’s a small company, right? (m-15-01-V-K-02- 
10-13-14-26-LT)

The Arbitrary Bonus Level

If there is a bonus, it is also distributed according to discretionary criteria. 
Typically, bonuses come on top of any base salary as a share of the profits 
in the form of an overall sum to be distributed among the team. Both the 
decision to allow a budget dedicated to bonuses to be given to a project 
team and the amount of this budget depend entirely on the discretion of 
the client-funder, based on the commercial success of the game. This is 
regardless of the time invested in a project:

 I assume that for a smaller firm that gets a [publishing] contract, 
it’s more or less the same process: you send your stuff [to the pub-
lisher] and they say whether they like it or not. … If the game sells 
and gets back more than the initial cost, we get a bonus up to a 
certain percentage. So, bonuses can go up quite a lot. (m-19-12-m-U- 
12-11-13-13-15-19-JL)

If VgDs work hard on a game that is a commercial failure, their own 
dedication is not in question, but they cannot expect any pay for their 
overtime. In accordance with the “start-up” ideology present in the VgI, 
they are placed in a position to be wage earners but also partly entrepre-
neurs. Unlike the bureaucratic worker, they bear part of the risk of com-
mercial failure because the bonus is only granted if they have fulfilled 
their obligation of results (see Chapter 2). 

Bonuses for merit are calculated on the perceptions of producers. If 
a team bonus is shared, the distribution criteria are established by the 
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management, who estimate each person’s contribution to the success of 
the game:

 It’s really arbitrary: your project manager has an amount and he 
decides how to divide it up. That’s often the way it is. … In any case, 
at [the studio], everybody working on the project was on contract, 
so everybody negotiated their own agreements. (m-19-10-m-I-17-7- 
13-13-10-12-mSO)

In creative environments, merit is highly valued, but the manner in 
which it is assessed lends itself to arbitrariness. “Contribution to success” 
comes down to the producer’s perceptions—or worse, to poor proxies 
such as estimates of dedicated crunch time. In fact, “agreeing to work 
overtime sometimes becomes a condition of employment” (D. Harvey 
2010, 275) and of reward (see Chapter 9). This way, assessment criteria 
are used as a leverage tool to generate desired behaviours like dedication 
to crunch time.

In terms of HRm, a performance-based rewards system is key to under-
standing the industry and its systems of self-discipline (Gaume 2006). 
Performance pay is a common practice in mass production or manage-
ment jobs, where it is generally backed by precise metrics (for example, 
units produced, or quality level achieved) and a known output-to-pay cor-
respondence scale. But in the VgI, there are none of these. Every element 
is discretionary: the publisher’s decision to allow a bonus for a project 
team, the size of this bonus, the criteria on which to distribute this envel-
ope among team members, the interpretation of these criteria, and the 
amounts offered.

Compensation for crunch time is also an arbitrary game (see Chapter 9). 
Often, there is no accounting for overtime work—work that, though per-
vasive, does not thereby officially exist. If counted, the estimation of time 
is mostly discretionary. VgDs can receive compensation to make up for 
unpaid overtime, but it is never guaranteed and never formal, and the 
calculation is arbitrary. As such, we cannot refer to this as overtime pay. 
It is more accurately a reward. Promises made regarding compensation 
while in crunch time often go unfulfilled (Legault and Weststar 2017). If 
granted some time off, VgDs are seldom able to choose the time when 
they can take it; that is also a discretionary decision.

Conclusion

We have outlined the discretionary character of the decision-making 
process on seven important topics of HRm and have drawn general con-
clusions about the three measures of citizenship at work (see Table 6.6). 
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Table 6.6 
Discretionary decision-making in videogame development studios as object, 
subject, and domain of citizenship at work

Object Subjects Domain

Dismissals and 
disciplinary 
action

No formal process “Stars” can enjoy 
some leverage to 
negotiate

None

NCAs and NDAs Quasi-formal process 
regarding uniformity 
and rational (if not 
legal) criteria;
No feedback process 
for stakeholders’ input, 
a “fictitious” formal 
process regarding the 
contractual freedom of 
independent agents;
Fair process for those 
who contest this before 
the court;
Decision to sue is 
arbitrary

“Stars” can enjoy 
some leverage to 
negotiate

Possible in 
independent, 
small-to-average 
studios

Crediting Often, but:
•	 No	feedback	process;
•	 Criteria	often	

unclear;
•	 Affordance	for	

publishers and 
producers to opt out

Universal for those 
who still work 
in the studio, but 
absent for those 
who left

Nearly, but 
characteris-
tics remain 
unknown

Access to 
training

No Some VgDs in large 
studios, but policies 
are never coercive 

Some rare large 
studios

Assignment to 
projects

No Some VgDs in large 
studios, but policies 
are never coercive

None

Evaluation Some large studios and 
some projects in small-
to-medium studios 
have policies;
No formal recourse;
Criteria often unclear

Some VgDs in 
large studios and 
some projects in 
small-to-medium 
studios, but some 
projects can avoid 
this process

Some large 
and medium 
studios, still 
depending on 
projects

Compensation 
system

No “Stars” can enjoy 
some leverage 
in individual 
negotiation

None
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To sum up, there are few objects of citizenship, and these are not devoid 
of important shortcomings. Indeed, VgDs do not enjoy the representa-
tiveness that characterizes procedural justice or fair procedure, and we 
have not encountered any dispute resolution procedure for any of the ob-
jects at stake. Both process and decisions are controlled by management.

There can be no subjects of citizenship if there are few and imperfect 
objects. A few subjects may be found in studios that have formal policies 
or comply with laws. However, there can be discretion even within for-
mal attribution processes. Some satisfied VgDs get what they wish for, 
since discretionary decision-making can lead to satisfying decisions. But, 
if some workers can enjoy certain leverage in individual negotiations 
and feel they are citizens of their workplace, such a granting of recourse 
based on the whims of management is in no way formal. Instead, it is 
arbitrariness manifested, as some can speak up while the majority do 
not. It reflects a hierarchy based on “market value” and is therefore bar-
gaining power in the broader sense rather than citizenship.

In the end, such an obligation-free zone could hardly be a domain of 
citizenship in the absence of objects and subjects, and overall because of 
mobility. If VgDs enjoy formal processes where they exist but can also 
move to spaces where there are none, the situation they are facing is one 
of sporadic citizenship. If not framed by clear, disclosed rules that are 
uniformly applied, procedures remain a “black box” for VgDs.

Under the governance framework proposed in Chapter 1, VgDs are  
offered no more than HRm with an employer-initiated employee voice. 
This approach is inspired by liberal non-interventionism, which avoids 
standing in the way of “free” contractual employment relationships 
(Arm brü ster 2005), while at times softening the edges. Both HRm depart-
ments and producers can be open to VgDs’ input and voice, but in the 
absence of formal appeal systems, decision processes become strongly 
biased in favour of efficiency over equity or voice. At any time, an em-
ployer can unilaterally disband these mechanisms, particularly if prof-
itability and efficiency are at stake (Budd and Colvin 2005). Studio 
managers cling to a notion of creating “special” workplaces, shielded 
from the flaws of bureaucracy and conflicts of interest between employ-
ers and employees. In a sort of “moral vacuum” (Os ter man et al. 2001, 12), 
the random manager acts under the assumption that work contracts are 
concluded between “free agents” under the normal constraints of a tight 
product and job market. It is assumed that with “good management,” 
employer and employee interests can be aligned.



Do Game Developers Participate in the 
Local Regulation of Work?

The possibility for workers to voice their needs and wishes about their 
working conditions and have their say in the rules of the workplace was 
an important asset in the expansion to citizenship at work (see Chap-
ter 1). Workers can attempt to gain a meaningful influence in the local 
regulation of work through a range of formal and informal means both 
as individuals and as groups (Wilkinson et al. 2014, 5). However, to em-
body citizenship, that is, to have a meaningful influence on the decisions 
that affect their work, workers must be part of the work regulation pro-
cess. Among the different mechanisms available for employees to voice 
their concerns (Wilkinson et al. 2014), some allow workers to be citizens 
in their workplace, while others do not.

In the contemporary project-based environment (see Chapter 3), trad-
itional forms of managerial oversight and control have been replaced 
with neo-normative control mechanisms (Alvesson 2000; Hodgson and 
Briand 2015; Huws 2011; Pérez-Zapata et al. 2016; Smith and McKinlay 
2009; Thompson and Van den Broek 2010). These rely on the profes-
sional autonomy of creative workers and the reification of the project 
(Cicmil and Hodgson 2006). Ostensibly functioning through the personal 
choice of workers, these control mechanisms shift the responsibility and 
accountability for project success (and therefore individual, team, and 
organizational success) from management and onto project team work-
ers (Legault 2013; Peticca-Harris, Weststar, and McKenna 2015). Casual 
observers to this environment might easily assume that project-based 
knowledge workers have great control and agency over their work-
ing conditions and are willing co-creators of the systems under which 
they work. However, project-based workers face a considerable deficit 
regarding their participation in the local regulation of their work (see 
Chapters 4, 6, and 10).

When a significant proportion of workers in a sector feel that their 
workplace problems are serious, it automatically raises the question 
of what action—individual or collective—they can take to solve them. 

chaPter 7
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Hirschman’s (1970) work on consumer action has been adopted as a 
framework in understanding the actions of disgruntled employees at 
work. An expanded model (Farrell 1983) sets out a typology of four ap-
proaches: exit (to leave the organization), voice (to speak out with the 
intent of change), loyalty (to hope and wait for conditions to improve), 
and neglect (to withdraw attention and effort). As captured in an expan-
sive review of the topic (Wilkinson et al. 2014), employee voice has a long 
history prior to its treatment under this model (Kaufman 2014), and its 
diversity of form has been represented, interpreted, and reinterpreted 
across a range of scholarly disciplines.

The actions that workers choose to take, are forced to take, or are re-
signed to take (Donaghey et al. 2011) and the extent to which they gain 
individual or collective influence in the regulation of work depends on 
many different factors. These include the personal characteristics and 
strategic choices of individual workers and managers, formal and in-
formal organizational structures, policies and practices of the workplace 
that can enable or stifle worker activity, the requirements and constraints 
of the legal environment, and the presence of formal representative bod-
ies (like unions) that act on behalf of groups of workers. Like most things 
in labour relations, the success of these actions also hinges on the power 
held by the individual or the collective vis à vis that of the manager or 
employer. Taken together, different individuals and groups have differ-
ent potentials and capacities for action or mobilization that are context-
ually specific (Kelly 1998).

Worker resistance and the struggle to gain voice, agency, or rep-
resentation in the workplace occurs continually in large and small ways. 
Project-based knowledge workers are no different. This chapter presents 
an overview of the individual and collective actions taken by VgDs and 
assesses the degree to which these actions have enabled greater partici-
pation in the local regulation of work as an object of citizenship.

Individual Means to Participate

Employee Exit

Exit remains the top-of-mind action for workers who are unhappy with 
their work situation. “If you don’t like it, leave,” is a common refrain in the 
VgI. It is reinforced by the high mobility built into the project-based struc-
ture of game development and a hot job market. Many VgDs feel that exit 
is the only option. As one developer told us: “In a sense it may be easier 
to go and start up your own company and do contract work … than it is to 
try to get a big company to change its ways” (F-05-20-U-25-06-08-01-07).  
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In the face of a dispute, another said that rather than suing the com-
pany or going to the “labour people,” “it’s probably more worthwhile 
and cheaper just to find another job in the industry. We get fired and get 
hired at another place all the time” (H-13-11-A-17-06-08-01-07).

Some VgDs convey a sense of toughness or machismo about “surviv-
ing” an epic crunch (an extended period of overtime), and these episodes 
become normalized in the lore of the industry (“I was there when…”). 
Those who complain or do not survive can be considered as those who 
cannot take it (“This industry is not for you”). Some take personal ad-
vantage of the high demand for labour in the industry, particularly in 
regional clusters where a lot of studios exist. Here, good VgDs can be 
head-hunted away from competitors and dissatisfied VgDs can look for 
greener pastures.

But the exit approach does not compel managers to fix any problems 
for the long term. When developers quit, studios have a large reserve 
of workers who are eager to take their place. Turnover is a concern for 
bureaucratic organizations because of the assumption of a reciprocal 
long-term relationship and the ensuing recruitment, selection, and train-
ing costs. Even then, in most organizations, turnover rarely produces 
structural change. In project-based organizations, mobility and labour 
turnover is part and parcel of the system and routinely practiced on both 
sides. Project-based organizations do not invest much in recruitment 
and selection processes or training. Most of their employees are hired 
or allocated “on-demand” and skills-ready through networks and by 
recommendation.

As well, exiting an organization is no guarantee of improved circum-
stances. Lucky VgDs might be able to find a “better” job in the industry, 
but most studios operate the same way. There is also the chance that the 
new studio could be worse, meaning for these VgDs it’s out of the frying 
pan and into the fire. Some leave the industry altogether and seek more 
stable and less intense jobs in other industries (such as banks, program-
ming, teaching, special effects, etc.), or they seek game making oppor-
tunities in studios with more favourable practices, but often less profile 
(such as making games for children’s television shows or education, or 
making serious games). 

Some “star” developers can negotiate favourable employment condi-
tions or are head-hunted under favourable terms. This is highly advan-
tageous on an individual basis, but it does not help anyone else and can 
create problematic systems of inequity that disadvantage VgDs who can-
not provide the commitment deemed to be required. This also creates 
the conditions in which supporters of the status quo succeed and those 
with diverging opinions are chased out—this can lead to groupthink and 
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stagnation because no one can see a different way of doing things. This 
is particularly challenging for underrepresented groups such as women.

Employee exit is therefore not an avenue to citizenship, and perpetual 
turnover is not an effective means to regulate work. So, what else can 
VgDs do?

Employee Neglect

Neglect is another worker response to work dissatisfaction. It encom-
passes a range of actions including putting in less effort, disengaging from 
work, absenteeism, or decreased attention to quality. Less pejoratively, 
recent studies have also examined the circumstances under which em-
ployees engage in silence, as the counterpart to having a voice (Donaghey 
et al. 2011). Activities of neglect are less commonly reported in the game 
industry. Visibility at work through logged hours is tied to performance 
evaluations and reputation is based on successes. The interdependency 
of the work and commitment to team success serve as normative con-
straints on reduced effort and disengagement. Ozimek (2019b) notes re-
sistance in the form of neglect where game testers marked tasks as tested 
when they had not been.

One form of neglect that game developers have used is sabotage. In the 
VgI, one form of sabotage is leaking important or confidential informa-
tion to competitors or the press. Novel IP and innovation is the lifeblood 
of the industry and companies hold information about their upcoming 
games or game technologies tight to their chests. The industry is rife 
with NDAs and NCAs. Therefore, this form of sabotage is very risky be-
cause the developers who engage in it can be sued or informally sanc-
tioned, and it threatens their own reputation (see Chapter 6). This is not 
a common or very fruitful action for dissatisfied developers who want to 
remain in the industry.

A unique form of sabotage is to drop an “Easter egg” into a finished 
work. An Easter egg is a coded signature for the creator and is a means 
for individual workers or teams to gain credit for the work they produced. 
The first documented case of an Easter egg was at Atari, in response to 
the management’s decision to stop crediting the contributions of individ-
ual programmers and only use the Atari brand (Yarwood 2016). In game 
development, crediting is largely unregulated (Deuze, Chase Bowen, and 
Allen 2007). Given the importance of a portfolio to a developer’s career, 
accurate crediting is important for their claims of experience. Yet, most 
studios have no formal or transparent system for crediting, and the suc-
cess of developers in negotiating crediting rights is highly dependent on 
their individual skills or their specific context (see Chapter 6).
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Easter eggs have become ubiquitous in computer software and media 
(Yarwood 2016; Hester 2017). However, although Easter eggs were born 
out of protest of managerial dictate, the devaluation of individual de-
veloper contributions, and the reduction of developers’ reputational 
power (Wolf and Perron 2003), this resistance was quickly co-opted 
by management. Employers soon saw the marketing benefit of having 
Easter eggs in their games, as players valued both the act of searching 
for an egg and the community status of finding one. Indeed, Easter eggs 
are now a mandated, budgeted, and resourced aspect of many games that 
are arguably leveraged against developers. The honour of doing the extra 
work to create the egg is a reward doled out to the most senior team mem-
bers, and the threat of lack of budget or lack of time to include the eggs can 
be used to motivate the development team to work more (Hester 2017).

Individual Employee Voice

Employee voice refers to the “ways and means through which employees 
attempt to have a say and potentially influence organizational affairs re-
lating to issues that affect their work” (Wilkinson et al. 2014, 5). Over the 
years we have gathered survey data regarding VgDs’ opinions on voice 
mechanisms in their workplaces. Consistent across a ten-year time span, 
most VgDs felt that management seeks their (general) input and acts on 
it (see Table 7.1 in the Data Appendix). However, in each survey year, at 
least one-quarter of respondents were on the fence about whether they 
had a meaningful voice and 18 to 25 percent did not feel like they had one. 
The most common forms of expressing one’s voice among the VgDs we 
interviewed were individual meetings with managers or speaking up at 
a team meeting. Some said that their studios had formal “open door” poli-
cies for managers to listen to employees (Legault and Weststar 2015b). 

We also surveyed VgDs about the effectiveness of their companies’ 
systems for resolving problems raised by individuals and for problems 
raised by groups of employees (see Table 7.2). Though the majority felt 
that company systems were at least somewhat effective, a large number 
were unsure. This was particularly the case regarding management’s ef-
fectiveness in resolving problems that employees raised as a group.

The survey data also show that many VgDs would prefer not to speak 
up as an individual (Tô, Legault, and Weststar 2016, 24). In 2014, close 
to half of the respondents (48 percent) said that they would rather voice 
concerns through an employee organization than raise issues as an indi-
vidual; 25 percent were undecided.

Overall, employee voice can be a fruitful mechanism to obtain a role 
in the regulation of work, but much depends on the motivations behind 
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the establishment of voice mechanisms and their design. Our data sup-
port some of the known challenges of individual employee voice (Gollan, 
Kaufman, Taras, and Wilkinson 2014). First, approaches to employee 
voice that treat each employee concern as a separate issue as it comes, 
serve to individualize and make invisible problems that might be struc-
tural or collective. Managers employ discretionary decision-making that 
can result in arbitrary and inequitable outcomes across a group of work-
ers. Much rests on the individual negotiating power and reputation of the 
developer who is speaking up.

Second, employee voice can be received poorly and invalidated if it is 
not seen as “constructive” or contributing to managerial directives (Mor-
rison 2011), even when coming from committed and motivated employ-
ees. In an industry driven by portfolio and reputation, being labelled as 
a troublemaker, a whistleblower, or not a team player can be devastat-
ing. Non-union employee representation (NER) or employer-driven voice 
mechanisms have been criticized as forms of normative managerial 
control that can amplify voices deemed contributory and silence those 
deemed denunciatory (Donaghey et al. 2011). 

Third, even in instances where the motivation of employers in estab-
lishing an employee voice mechanism is to achieve real mutual gains, 
research has concluded that they are not conducive to this end. They too 
often fail to confer any real agency and decision-making power to partici-
pating employees (Dobbins and Dundon 2014).

In terms of citizenship, these individual means of action do not offer 
a robust or consistent avenue to participation in the local regulation of 
work, as they are too often structured and mediated by management 
and are too often simply a feedback mechanism rather than a sharing of 

Table 7.2 
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “How effective is 
your company’s system for resolving problems individuals/groups have at 
work?” (2014)

System for solving problems 
raised by individuals

System for solving problems 
raised by groups

Very effective 9 7

Somewhat effective 32 28

Not too effective 18 18

Not effective at all 14 11

Don’t know 27 36

Source: Adapted from Tô, Legault, and Weststar 2016, 26–27
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decision-making authority. They also require workers to go out on a limb 
and face the threat of reprisal.

Regulation through Collective Short-Term Mobilizations

“Job Actions” in Social Media

Pressuring an employer to change their behaviour through shaming 
mechanisms that jeopardize a studio’s reputation in the public sphere is 
another form of action that has been increasingly taken up in the VgI. 
The affordances of the Internet and social media have amplified the im-
pact of these approaches. Over the past twenty years, VgDs have engaged 
in activities to exert their voice that have become moments of short-term 
solidarity. 

One example is the EA Spouse blog that was published online in Nov-
ember 2004 and started a trend of whistleblowing and public expres-
sions of dissatisfaction about game studio practices. The blog came on the 
heels of the first IgDA Quality of Life report (IgDA 2004) and brought the 
issues of the report to life: burnout, depression, and broken social rela-
tionships due to long, uncompensated working hours. In the subsequent 
weeks and months, over 4,500 comments flooded the blog with similar 
accounts from beleaguered developers and sympathy from consumers. 
The story spread and rallied a movement against Electronic Arts (EA) 
(the focal studio) and overtime in general. Under this spotlight, EA re-
portedly banned work on Sundays and adopted a policy favouring five 
working days a week.

The event was a watershed moment for awareness about exploitative 
working conditions and is also an early example of the power of social 
media for sharing information, sparking change-oriented discourse, and 
building virtual communities of interest (Shirky 2008). The EA Spouse 
blog was followed by the Gamewatch.org website, created to monitor 
and report on studio management practices. It was turned into a wiki re-
served for the Gamewatch community in 2012, after the community was 
hassled by trolls. The EA Spouse story also became part of the early aca-
demic discourse on digital game labour (Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter 
2006; Peticca-Harris, Weststar, and McKenna 2015). Numerous acts of 
online whistleblowing have occurred since—first with more blogs posted 
by the wives of disgruntled developers (for example, Rockstar Spouse in 
2010 and 38 Studios Spouse in 2012) and later in a trend of investigative 
journalism into studio practices (i.e., D’Anastasio 2018; McMillen 2011, 
2012; Schreier 2013a, 2013b, 2014b, 2015; see also Weststar and Legault 
2019 and https://gameqol.org).
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These largely focused on unlimited, unpaid overtime (UUO), but also 
included issues such as game crediting and layoffs. The past ten years 
have also seen a rise in discussions about the sexual harassment and 
discrimination experienced by women in the industry (see Chapter 10). 
Worker groups have mobilized at major studios such as Ubisoft and Ac-
tivision Blizzard King (ABK) to pressure their employers through soc ial 
media (such as @ABetterUbisoft and @ABetterABK on Twitter).

Direct Job Actions “On the Ground”

The withdrawal of labour is considered the strongest act that workers 
can take to pressure their employer to negotiate favourable terms; how-
ever, it is rare outside of a unionized environment because there are 
no legal protections for striking non-union workers. Despite this, VgDs 
seem to be increasingly inclined to engage in the direct job action of hold-
ing a strike or walk-out.

Roughly one hundred VgDs walked off the job at the Crytek UK stu-
dio in July 2014 to protest unpaid wages (Schreier 2014a). Though the 
walk-out focused attention on the issue, it did not improve the lot of Cry-
tek workers, as the studio was closed within a month and its IP sold to 
another studio (Koch 2014). Many developers had already left the studio 
in the face of this uncertainty, but others followed the game IP (see West-
star and Legault 2019, and http://gameqol.org).

Developers at Riot Games in California also escalated their actions. 
Following journalist D’Anastasio’s (2018) exposé about the culture of 
sexism at Riot, a class action lawsuit was filed. However, Riot attempted 
to thwart this legal avenue by holding up the company’s forced arbitra-
tion policy. This required developers to forgo the right to sue their em-
ployer and settle disputes internally through a mechanism that many 
felt favoured the company. In May 2019, 150 VgDs at the studio walked 
off the job in protest over this policy (Grayson and D’Anastasio 2019). 
Amid other promises to change their sexist culture, Riot announced that 
it would allow new employees to waive the forced arbitration for sexual 
harassment disputes, but only after the current litigation was resolved. 
Walkouts also occurred at Activision Blizzard throughout 2021 as work-
ers protested their employer’s defiant response to a sexual harassment 
lawsuit (Anguiano 2021; Liao 2021).

In December 2021, quality assurance (QA) workers began a strike at 
Raven Software, a studio owned by Activision Blizzard (Carpenter 
2021a). This followed the unexpected layoff of twelve QA contractors— 
30 percent of the QA team. Workers from other Activision Blizzard stu-
dios across the United States engaged in solidarity walkouts. Activision 
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responded by saying that the layoffs were part of a broader restructuring 
that included converting five hundred temporary workers into full-time 
employees, and there was later speculation that the move was part of the 
acquisition deal with Microsoft (Francis 2022b). The strike had a sur-
prise ending, when Raven QA workers announced that they had voted 
to unionize with the Communications Workers of America (CWA) under 
the name Game Workers Alliance (Carpenter 2022) 

Lawsuits as a Collective Action

VgDs can also turn to labour and employment law to gain a role in the 
regulation of their work. It is not an uncommon avenue for dissatisfied 
non-unionized employees to sue their employers for violations of em-
ployment law, particularly in the United States.

US VgDs have had some success in challenging the overtime exemp-
tions in their jurisdictions. Through 2004 to 2006, there were a few suc-
cessful class action lawsuits against major game studios over unpaid 
overtime and the misclassification of developers as exempt from over-
time laws. Two suits were filed against EA: one on behalf of game design-
ers was settled for US$15.6 million, and one on behalf of programmers 
was settled for US$14.9 million (Surette 2006). There was also a suit 
against Sony Entertainment, which was settled for US$8.5 million, and 
similar suits filed against Vivendi and Activision. In the case of EA, the 
suit resulted in the reclassification of many developers so that they be-
came eligible for overtime provisions under California law.

More recent wins were in the cases of Riot Games and Activision 
Blizzard, discussed above. In November 2018, women VgDs filed a class 
action lawsuit against Riot for violations of California’s Equal Pay Act. 
The US$10 million settlement covered approximately one thousand 
women who had worked at Riot between 2014 and 2019. It also held the 
studio to a number of commitments: to improve reporting practices for 
sexual harassment and discrimination; to review all pay, promotion, and 
hiring practices; to hire a dedicated chief diversity officer; and to create 
employee groups empowered to track the company’s progress (Dean 
2019). Similarly, Activision Blizzard agreed to a US$18 million settle-
ment in a sexual discrimination and harassment lawsuit filed by the US 
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (K. Paul 2022). Related to 
the same events, it later agreed to a US$35 million settlement regard-
ing charges brought by the US Securities and Exchange Commission for 
failing to properly handle employee complaints of workplace miscon-
duct and violating whistleblower protection laws (Parvini 2023). Report-
edly, Activision Blizzard enacted company-wide structural changes. 
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As these cases show, sometimes legal action can be more successful, 
less of a burden, and less individually risky when done collectively. Class 
actions can also bring redress to a larger group and are more likely to 
produce permanent changes to the system beyond the financial payout. 
This seems to be the case at Riot. Yet, the needle is continually moving. 
Although improvements to “crunch culture” were noted at EA (Paprocki 
2018), an unforeseen side effect was that the studio relocated portions of 
its business to Florida and Canada, where overtime laws remained per-
missive (Legault and Weststar 2013).

As well, employers have many more resources than employees, and 
sometimes the law is not sufficient to support employee complaints. In 
addition, these recourses tend to be limited to the employees of large 
studios. VgDs may have a harder time collecting any settlement from a 
class-action lawsuit from a smaller studio, particularly if the company 
fails, and there may not even be sufficient employees to form such a suit.

This approach also requires that developers have some knowledge of 
their rights at work to determine if they have been violated in the first 
place. Data from the 2009 and 2014 surveys revealed that 64 to 75 per-
cent of the respondents knew little to nothing about the labour/employ-
ment laws that governed their work (Tô, Legault, and Weststar 2016, 
37). In line with this lack of knowledge, 42 percent of respondents to the 
2014 DSS did not know if the labour/employment laws where they lived 
offered sufficient protection for them should a problem arise with their 
employer (Tô, Legault, and Weststar 2016, 37–38). One-third felt that the 
laws were sufficient and 27 percent said they were not.

In sum, VgDs have some ability to regulate the local conditions of their 
work through short-term collective actions. Due to the power of social 
media, online whistleblowing, investigative journalism, and event cover-
age by a sympathetic press, industry-wide discussion can be kindled. 
These media moments have heightened a desire for change and for a 
participative role in the regulation of work.

However, the actual impact of these actions on specific studio practi-
ces is harder to quantify and depends on the nature of the action itself. 
Some exposés seemed to exert sufficient pressure affecting a studio’s 
reputation to provoke studio change. For instance, a change in prac-
tice was documented at Trendy Entertainment (Schreier 2013a, 2013b, 
2013c; Schiller 2015), and Ubisoft responded when its culture of sexism 
was exposed (Glasner 2020). But in most cases studio change was not 
due to normative pressure, but to the developers escalating to a more dir-
ect form of short-term collective action or claiming access to universal 
labour laws. We see this is the case of EA, in which class actions led to 
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changes, and in the more recent case of Riot Games, with class actions 
and developer walkouts.

Seeking a Lasting Collective: Professional Associations and 
Industry Groups

The 2014 survey data show that VgDs understand the limitations of indi-
vidualized approaches to solving workplace problems and to approaches 
in which workers are not well supported by the law. When asked about 
the most effective means to ensure that VgDs had their say in their work-
place and were treated fairly, almost half (49 percent) selected a collect-
ive option (see Table 7.3). All in all, respondents were split in three ways 
about the best way to have a say in the local regulation of their work: 
an individualized legal regime (25 percent), organizations or groups with 
legal decision-making powers that bargain with an employer (25 per-
cent), and organizations or groups that discuss problems with an em-
ployer but have no legal authority or decision-making power (24 percent). 
The remaining 28 percent simply did not know.

Professional associations and similar entities like guilds are a means 
for VgDs to get together, and there has reportedly been a resurgence in 
these associations in high-tech sectors (Benner 2003). According to the 
founder of the HTmL Writers Guild: 

The term “guild” was chosen to look back at the older, medieval- 
type guilds. What we liked from that model was the notion of 
sharing knowledge—that building web design was something of a 
craft. … [The term “guild”] keeps in mind the main purpose … shar-
ing information to make everyone successful.” (Benner 2003, 186)

As this quote shows, in high-tech, project-based labour markets with 
high mobility, limited employer investment in training and professional 
development, and a reliance on network-based hiring approaches, pro-
fessional associations can play a role in improving their members’ oppor-
tunities for finding employment within regional labour markets, helping 
them to improve their skills, and improving their individual negotiat-
ing positions. However, from a representational standpoint in the local 
regulation of work, these groups are at best of the type represented in 
Table 7.3 as “employee organizations that discuss problems”—the option 
selected least often by developers. They suffer from inherent constraints 
in scope in their mission and structure insofar as the representation of 
workers is concerned. As Bellini et al. (2018) stated:
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These actors … focus on the professional identity of the industry 
and have the goal to support its growth and promote its interests 
towards public authorities. Hence, they tend to cut across the 
traditional employer/employee divide, representing all industry 
members. … Wages and working conditions are not on the agenda 
of these actors … they are generally interpreted as a consequence of 
the development stage of the industry. (48)

The game industry has a relatively long-standing professional asso-
ciation in the form of the IgDA, as well as a host of other industry as-
sociations and issue-based groups. However, these bodies are not legal 
representative agents of a group of workers. They do not have the bar-
gaining power of legal unions, nor do they have the presence in individ-
ual studios that is required to play much of a role in the local regulation 
of work. Unlike some stronger professional associations (for example, 
those of doctors, lawyers, and accountants), the IgDA does not have the 
ability to exercise a monopoly of control over access to skilled labour. It 
does not regulate and restrict entry into the industry through certifica-
tion and exams, nor through the apprenticeship systems of many craft 
unions. It cannot enforce restrictions on production standards or bargain 
for working conditions on behalf of its members.

Table 7.3 
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “There are a number 
of different ways to increase employees’ say in workplace matters and make 
sure they are treated fairly. Which one of the following do you think is the most 
effective?” (2014)

Overall By legal 
authority

By individual 
or collective

Don’t know 28 28 28

Laws that protect the rights of individual 
employees

25 25 25

Employee organizations that negotiate or 
bargain with management over issues

18

25

49
Joint employee and management committees 
that negotiate or bargain over issues

7

Joint employee and management committees 
that discuss problems

17
24

Employee organizations that discuss problems 7

Source: Adapted from Tô, Legault, and Weststar 2016, 39
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These groups may have some impact in the local regulation of work 
should participants bring new ideas and actions back to their studios, 
but their impact more typically shapes the participation of VgDs in the 
fourth object of citizenship: the broader social regulation of their work 
(Butler 2009) (see Chapter 8). Professional associations and trade asso-
ciations simply do not have the mandate, the structural positioning, or 
the legal backing to be representative agents for workers in the strug-
gle for a greater say in the local regulation of work. While groups like 
the IgDA, Women in Games groups (see Chapter 8), and other grassroots 
bodies can help foster important discussions about the challenges faced 
by VgDs, they do not have the structural capacity to follow though with 
concerted and meaningful collective action.

Collective Action through Unionization

In the original conception of industrial citizenship (Arthurs 1967), the 
local union was assumed to be the actor that would take up the fight in 
the local regulation of labour. In the North American context, unions 
are democratic bodies that are certified by the majority vote of an iden-
tified workforce. The union then becomes the sole bargaining agent for 
the workers of that bargaining unit, and collective bargaining takes place 
with the employer to negotiate the terms and conditions of work. These 
terms are set down in a collective agreement. In other jurisdictions such 
as Europe, this model can be a little different, with the allowance of mul-
tiple unions representing subsets of the same group of workers (that is, 
minority unionism) or tripartite negotiations among unions, employers, 
and governments at the sector level or other regional and country-specific 
variations (Eurofound 2018; ETUI n.d.). However, the basic idea of inter-
ceding in the local regulation of work through a legally protected repre-
sentative collective of workers is the common theme in unionism.

In Europe, a non-union form of worker representation exists in works 
councils, a form that can be robust. Works councils are defined as insti-
tutionalized, mandatory, and representative firm-level bodies that repre-
sent the interests of all employees of a company to its management across 
a broad range of issues (Nienhüser 2014, 248). They can coexist with 
trade unions, often helping to tailor national labour agreements to local 
conditions. However, works councils vary considerably across European 
countries, particularly in their conferred rights (Nienhüser 2014). Some 
works councils hold only informational rights (for example, manage-
ment must keep them informed), while others have co-determination 
rights over some social and economic issues. It is important to note, 
however, that even where strong codetermination models exist, works 
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councils typically engage with the consequences of management’s deci-
sions rather than having control over the decision-making itself (Nien-
hüser 2014).

As well, employers sometimes try to bypass works councils for weaker 
“works council-like” models (such as non-mandatory/voluntary bodies, 
mere joint-consultative bodies, and committees restricted to a small scope 
of issues) (Nienhüser 2014, 254). For instance, even in Germany, where 
works councils are deeply embedded in the labour relations system, 
Teipen (2008, 330) has reported that management in game studios ex-
plicitly relied on “an informal interest representation in the style of com-
munitarian culture” to avoid works councils that would afford greater 
participation rights. Examples of these weaker models are the “so-called 
Ver trau en steam (‘trust team’)” (Teipen 2008, 330) at EA Germany and 
the “Feel good Team” at Germany’s Goodgame Studios (Handrahan 2015; 
Good game Studios 2015).

With the decline of unionization across industrialized countries, some 
have speculated on their role and relevance in the contemporary eco-
nomic, social, and political landscape (Amman, Carpenter, and Neff 
2007; Frege and Kelly 2004; Heely et al. 2004). As well, knowledge work-
ers have been somewhat overlooked as a population that might require 
support in their employment relationship (Hossfeld 1995; Hyman et al. 
2004) and in some cases have been deemed unsuited to unionization 
(Hurd and Bunge 2004; for VgDs in particular, see Bellini et al. 2018, 49; 
Keune et al. 2018, 14–15).

However, our data show a representation gap in that many VgDs, even 
those in managerial roles, have a desire for unionization and through that 
a voice in the regulation of their work. Surveys conducted by the Game 
Developers Conference (gDC) show similar results (gDC 2021; gDC 2022).

Positive Views toward Unions

Recent activity in cognate sectors may have raised awareness about 
unionization among VgDs. Such was surely the case of the eleven-month 
SAg-AFTRA (Screen Actors Guild–American Federation of Television 
and Radio Artists) voice actor strike in 2016 to 2017 (Weststar and Legault 
2019). About 25 percent of videogame voice actors in the United States 
are represented by SAg-AFTRA. There has also been a rise in worker ac-
tivism and unionization among tech and new media workers (Amman 
2002; Chu 2020; Coulter and Langley 2022; Fiorito and Gallagher 2013; 
Ghaffary 2019; Rodino-Colocino 2007; van Jaarsveld 2004), and unioniz-
ation among digital knowledge workers such as online journalists (Cohen 
and de Peuter 2020; IWW 2019). Worker activists are experimenting with 
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alternative forms of representation, like worker centres, cooperatives, 
and collectives, sometimes as stepping stones to unionization (de Peuter 
2020; Dreyer et al. 2020; Iantorno and Flanagan 2023; MacDonald and 
Kolhatkar 2021). VgDs are taking their place within this moment. In-
deed, VgDs have been thinking about and engaging in actions to regulate 
their local conditions of work for quite some time.

Beginning in 2009, survey respondents were asked whether they 
would vote in favour of a union if a vote were held the next day. Opinions 
were canvassed for two different forms of union. First, respondents were 
asked about the enterprise or local union model that is dominant in North 
America. As noted above, in this case the union represents workers at a 
single workplace, and a collective agreement is negotiated between the 
employer and the workers at that workplace. Second, respondents were 
asked about sector-based or sectoral unionization. This is an alternative 
form of unionization that is better suited to project-based industries be-
cause it can maintain negotiated benefits across employers. Negotiated 
benefits that are specific to a collective agreement that is attached to a 
workplace or employer are lost when the worker leaves that space.

As shown in Table 7.4, the desire for unionization and propensity to 
vote in favour of a union has risen considerably across the survey data. 
As well, an increasing number of respondents seem to be “on the fence” 
rather than a “hard no” when it comes to joining a union. VgDs are also 

Table 7.4 
Voting propensity for enterprise and sectoral union (% of respondents) 
(developers: 2009, 2014, 2019)

2009 2014 2019

Enterprise Sectoral Enterprise Sectoral Enterprise Sectoral

For 35 — 48 64 52 63

Against 33 — 25 14 9 8

No opinion 
or prefer not 
to say*

32 — 14 11 37 28

I would not 
vote at all

— — 14 11 2 2

Source: Adapted from Tô, Legault, and Weststar 2016, 28, 36, with original data from IgDA 
DSS 2019
* The wording for this response option changed across the three surveys. Actual language 
pursuant to each survey was “no opinion or prefer not to say” (2009), “prefer not to say” 
(2014), “don’t know or need more information” (2019).
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consistently in favour of a sectoral solution to their workplace challenges, 
as they well know the structure of their industry.

Though often linked to worker dissatisfaction and sparked by a collect-
ive sense of injustice (Kelly 1998), the perception of a need for representa-
tion cannot be reduced simply to poor relations between managers and 
VgDs. Indeed, a desire to have a voice can be related to a commitment 
to the work and the simple wish to make one’s work and workplace bet-
ter (Morrison 2011; Weststar and Legault 2017). In 2014, more than half 
of the survey respondents (57 percent) reported that they had a good or 
even excellent relationship with their immediate superiors.

In the VgI, and in other environments in which management by pro-
ject is the norm, close supervisors such as team leads and producers are 
not essentially perceived as representing opposing interests, but rather 
as an employee of the same employer (in big studios), as well as a stake-
holder subject to the inexorable forces of the market and the customer in 
an extremely competitive world. To this point, we see that managers and 
developers with managerial responsibilities also express an interest in 
unionization (see Table 7.5 in the Data Appendix).

Representation Gaps Exist, but They Are Closing

One of the first cases of unionization was the emergence of the anonym-
ous virtual union Ubifree in December 1998. The group described the 
unfair working conditions at the Ubisoft headquarters in France and 
called for Ubisoft developers around the world to join the union. The 
small initiative harvested a wealth of supportive messages, many of them 
denouncing the working conditions of VgDs. After only a few months, 
Ubisoft France management announced some improvements, and the 
anonymous group disbanded the online union. One improvement was 
the addition of an employee representative in a few committees; how-
ever, this representative was never granted decision-making power. In 
2010, the website Ubifree 2.0 appeared, seemingly as one person’s ac-
count of the working conditions of Ubisoft Montréal. There is no evi-
dence of its impact or uptake, but it was clearly created in direct homage 
to the original movement (Legault and Weststar 2014).

For the first time, the 2019 IgDA survey asked respondents whether 
they were currently union members. Among the developers who re-
sponded, 7 percent answered yes.

Sweden has had union representation for some VgDs since ap-
proximately 2004. Union organization in Sweden is based on the model 
of individual membership in a large national trade union. Therefore, 
in Sweden, it does not make sense to categorize studios as unionized or 



183PartiCiPatiOn in the lOCal regulatiOn OF WOrk

non-unionized; rather, we can situate them on a continuum reflecting 
the proportion of their employees who are union members. The national 
union may have direct collective agreements and local union representa-
tion at some studios, but not in others. As Teipen (2008) described:

Although the vast majority of Swedish video game development 
companies are not unionized, both largest developers stand out as 
exceptions. At the time of the analysis, there was a branch of the 
Swedish union for white-collar employees, SiF, at Digital Illusions 
and approximately 50 percent of the employees were unionized. … 
The unionization rate at the Swedish developer Starbreeze is as 
high as 70–80 percent; in contrast to Digital Illusions, however, 
there are several unions, but there is no active union representa-
tion in the company. The company negotiates with an external 
union representative, who visits the company if required (329–30).

The Swedish Union of Clerical and Technical Employees in Industry 
(SiF) has since merged into Unionen, the largest union in Sweden and 
the largest white-collar union in the world. According to email corres-
pondence with Unionen officials in 2018, the union had about two hun-
dred workers from the videogame sector in its ranks. It has had a specific 
collective agreement with the EA subsidiary Digital Illusions Creative 
Entertainment (DICE) since 2004 and a few other larger studios. For 
context, DICE alone reportedly employed four hundred people in 2018 
(M. Kim 2018). Game workers are also unionized through the Swedish 
Association of Graduate Engineers (Sveriges ingenjörer). In 2020, and in 
collaboration with Unionen, they negotiated a local collective agreement 
covering two hundred VgDs across the studios of Paradox Interactive 
(Carpenter 2020a). 

In Finland, game workers can unionize with Game Makers of Finland, 
which sits within the Union of Professional Engineers. Bellini et al. (2018) 
reported the Danish case:

Trade union density among Danish video game developers lies at 
around 50%, a level much lower than in other sectors of the Danish 
economy, but remarkably high in comparative perspective. Still, 
unionised workers are spread among different trade unions and 
this makes the representation of the specific interests of video game 
developers somewhat problematic. Indeed, Danish trade unions 
argue not to have specific strategies for organising the industry, 
also because of the limited number of workers it employs, and that 
these workers become members almost by chance (48–49).
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In France, le Syndicat des Travailleurs et Travailleuses du Jeu Vidéo 
(STJV) formed in 2017 (Mosca 2018). Membership is open and includes 
VgDs (whatever their employment contract), students, the unem-
ployed, and the retired. In France, unions can form without a majority 
at a specific workplace. With the goal to be a national union, the STJV 
is actively deploying regional organizers. Their members staged a high- 
profile strike from February to April 2018 at French game maker Eugen 
Systems, which resulted in mediated talks with their employer about 
insufficient occupational health coverage, low and arbitrarily deter-
mined salaries, and unpaid overtime (Turcev 2018). The French union 
Solidaires Informatique is also representing VgDs and has intervened 
in high-profile sexual harassment cases at Quantic Dream and Ubisoft 
(Batch elor 2020).

VgD unions also formed in South Korea in 2018 (Chung and Kwon 
2020). The labour union Starting Point formed at Nexon, the largest de-
veloper and publisher in the country, and Sg Guild formed at Smilegate, 
makers of the world’s top online first-person shooter game (Ji-hye 2019). 
These unions each held demonstrations in September 2019 to protest 
job insecurity and lack of transparency in organizational restructuring 
(Ji-hye 2019; Valentine 2019). Starting Point has negotiated a collective 
agreement that included pay raises (Sinclair 2020). 

Adding to the action, a group called Game Workers Unite (gWU) burst 
onto the scene at the 2018 gDC in San Francisco (Frank 2018; Ehrhardt 
2018; Schreier 2018). Within days, gWU chapters were popping up all 
over the world. gWU has positioned itself as a facilitative organization 
with the goal of supporting unionization in any shape or form. There 
is a heavy focus on awareness-building, given the lack of knowledge 
among game developers about basic workplace rights and the role of 
trade unions. The international and many local chapters are highly vis-
ible at game-oriented conferences and meetups. gWU also placed an em-
phasis on union organizer training and quickly made ties with existing 
unions for resources and support. For instance, STJV became the French 
chapter of gWU, the UK gWU chapter became a legal trade union as a 
semi-autonomous branch of the existing Independent Workers’ Union 
of Great Britain (IWgB) (Woodcock 2020), and the Irish chapter union-
ized with the Financial Services Union (FSU) (Moody and Kerr 2020). 
gWU Australia is now Game Workers Australia, under the banner of the 
existing union Professionals Australia.1 They reported three hundred ac-
tive members, many of them freelancers and contractors (Colwill 2021).

In the United States, the movement has been supportively recognized 
by the AFL–CIO (the US labour federation representing over twelve mil-

1. Game Workers Unite—Australia: www.gameworkers.com.au/join
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lion workers) and key players in the Democratic Party (Minotti 2019; 
Shuler 2019). In January 2020, gWU announced a partnership with the 
CWA as part of CODE—the Campaign to Organize Digital Employees 
(Dean 2020). This campaign has a growing list of high-profile successes. 
It resulted in the formation of the Alphabet Workers Union at Google 
in 2021 (Schiffer 2021a) and the successful illegal strike that gained im-
proved pay and transparency for contract scriptwriters of the visual 
novel series Lovestruck at Voltage Entertainment (Carpenter 2020b). In 
late 2021 this campaign resulted in the first certified game studio union 
in North America—Vodeo Workers United—at Vodeo Games. Vodeo 
management voluntarily recognized the union of employees and con-
tracted workers (Carpenter 2021b), though the studio has since closed.. 
As noted above, the QA workers at Raven Software (a subsidiary of Ac-
tivision Blizzard) have also unionized with the CWA, calling themselves 
the Game Workers Alliance. More QA workers are following their lead 
at other Activision studios and at Microsoft-owned ZeniMax Media 
(Scheiber and Browning 2022).

In 2020 the International Alliance of Theatrical Stage Employees 
(IATSE) also launched a campaign to unionize game workers, called 
Rights and Protections for Game Workers (RPg-IATSE). September 2023 
marked a first success with certification at Workinman Interactive.

The first game-worker union was formed in Canada in when QA work-
ers contracted to BioWare but employed by Keywords Studio in Edmon-
ton certified in June 2022 (Francis 2022a). Notably these workers joined 
the United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW) local 401, which is a 
powerhouse in the region.

Remaining Representational Challenges

Unions are an ideal mechanism for VgDs to gain participation in the local 
regulation of their work. VgDs are increasingly interested in unioniza-
tion, and union campaigns are rising, but there remain many obstacles to 
changing the status quo.

In the press coverage of CODE-CWA, both the CWA and gWU spokes-
people expressed a preference for an “industrial” union model over a 
“craft” model. Rather than organize workers by craft or trade (for ex-
ample, actors’ union, writers’ union, stage employees’ union), the North 
American industrial model involves a “wall-to-wall” approach and aims 
to unionize all workers within a workplace, regardless of occupational 
affiliation. In the case of VgDs, this would mean that all the game cre-
ators in a studio would belong to the same union, regardless of their job 
or role. Such an approach reduces the potential for inter-craft fracturing 
and builds the bargaining power of the unit.
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However, most unionization in the industrial model is of the enter- 
prise type. It is established on a workplace-by-workplace or employer- 
by-employer basis, with each workplace standing as an autonomous 
union local with its own collective agreement. In some ways this eases 
the path to unionization, as each certification drive is a discrete strug-
gle and firms can be added one step at a time. However, this approach is 
not well suited to an environment of mobile capital and labour because 
union rights are not transferable across workplaces and employers. In 
a highly competitive environment, it also introduces the risk of alter-
ing the balance of competitive advantage across unionized and not-yet 
unionized firms.

The benefit of the contemporary craft approach is that it is sectoral. 
The same collective agreement applies across multiple employers in a 
similar sector, promoting worker mobility and the portability of rights 
and benefits. Employers are represented in the bargaining relationship 
through their own collective employers’ association. This is the model 
favoured by VgDs. Yet this model may be harder to achieve because of 
its greater scope. It could be kickstarted through the great initial effort 
of forcing a few major players to the table and relying on their influence 
and competitive pressures to bring the rest of the industry into line. How-
ever, the more typical path is through statute—which would require a 
level of government regulation that is unlikely at this stage, given the 
pro-business stance that governments have taken to date (see Chapter 8).

The particulars of two of the successful unionization drives in the 
United States further highlight these representational challenges. Ac-
cording to a statement from Activision, the QA workers at Raven rep-
resent less than 1 percent of employees. Despite CODE-CWA aspirations, 
unionization efforts have not produced a “wall-to-wall” union of all de-
velopers at a single studio but rather a few small unions of only the QA 
workers. It is unclear whether future non-QA workers at Raven could 
organize to join the Game Workers Alliance because the US National 
Labor Relations Board determines bargaining unit composition based 
on a sufficient “community of interest” among the workers. Important 
differences in compensation structure, hours, and nature of work could 
result in fragmented unions based on craft. By extension, it is not clear 
whether QA workers at other Activision Blizzard studios could join the 
Raven Game Workers Alliance, leading to fragmented bargaining across 
studios even within the occupational type. And the larger question is 
whether individual game worker unions across studios could then ever 
amalgamate into a sectoral body. So far, all the QA unions in the United 
States are locals of the same parent union (the CWA). This could facili-
tate amalgamation or at least a system of pattern bargaining. However, 
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the scene is complicated with IATSE’s entry as there are now multiple 
unions with representational interests.

Taken internationally, game workers are negotiating their entry into 
a diverse range of established unions on various terms. Even within na-
tional contexts there is further potential for craft-based and sectoral frag-
mentation because some VgI workers can directly join well-established 
cognate unions. As noted above, videogame voice actors in the United 
States can be members of SAg-AFTRA. Similarly, US-based game writ-
ers can join the Writer’s Guild of America. However, the process of in-
tegrating into an established structure and a pre-existing membership 
does not always flow easily. There can be existential issues of identity, 
and practical negotiations around autonomy and resource sharing. 
Sometimes specific activities can create internal tensions and alienate 
certain groups of workers. The Google Alphabet Workers Union had to 
deal with internal tensions in the early days of integration into the estab-
lished body of the CWA (Schiffer 2021b). Two other examples involving 
game writers and the Writers Guild of America (WgA) are illustrative. 
The first concerns the perceived instrumentality of the WgA to video-
game writers and the second is a controversy over the WgA videogame 
awards.

In the creative and cultural industries, important stakes like winning 
a high-profile award can influence the market success of a product and 
change the career path for a worker. Awards are a powerful means of 
regulation, as they serve to include and promote, but they can also ex-
clude. Like all alleged “merit-based” adjudication processes, they can 
rarely remain neutral amidst intricate social relations. Moreover, the 
matter is made more complicated when members of a new group, such 
as game writers, join a pre-existing professional guild that serves an es-
tablished membership. Guilds share the dual mission of professional 
organizations in general: they are hybrid organizations aiming both at 
protecting their working members and taking part in maintaining high 
standards of quality for the public. This can become tricky with a hetero-
geneous membership.

The WgA is a labour union representing thousands of members who 
write content for motion pictures, television, news, and digital media. 
Some game writers joined the WgA to gain protection against abuse. The 
WgA negotiates a standard contract with an organized group of employ-
ers that guarantees some decent working conditions. In return, writers 
must commit to deal only with “guild signatory companies.” If they work 
for a non-signatory company, members face the consequences of violat-
ing the guild’s working rules.2

2. WgA: www.wga.org/contracts/know-your-rights/writers-need-to-know
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In our interviews, some game writers expressed dissatisfaction with 
this scenario. They felt that inclusion in the broader WgA was a greater 
gain for the union than it was for game writers themselves. Member 
game writers were now constrained to only work for “guild signatory 
companies,” yet the WgA seemed keen to generally promote their “clas-
sical” writers by placing them in competition for game writing jobs, even 
when not experienced in that medium. As a result, some game writers 
did not feel welcome in the union nor appreciated at their fair value:

 WgA West has gone to companies and said you can’t hire writers 
unless they’re members of our writers guild. … They convinced a 
whole bunch of companies that they had to do this [but] the Writers 
Guild of America was not very good at viewing video game writers 
as writers until 2009. They didn’t even admit that video game writ-
ers existed, and so they’re going around trying to sell these writ-
ers who are part of the guild as video game writers, when really 
they’re screenplay writers, they’re novelists, they’re short story 
writers, saying, “but they’re union so they’re good.” (F-12-20-m-E- 
03-12-13-16-02)

In this way, unions can disadvantage one group of workers in their ef-
forts to protect another. Perceptions that the WgA is unable or unwilling 
to protect the interest of game writers detracts from further organizing 
efforts. Even with the creation of a Videogame Writers Caucus (now dis-
banded; see Kilkenny 2022), the game writer contingent remains small.

For this reason, the videogame writing category of the WgA Awards 
was suspended in 2020 until there was a “critical mass” of videogames 
represented among WgA members and therefore enough games to en-
sure a meaningful award selection process (Blake 2019). Though some 
were dismayed by the loss of the award, others intimated that the whole 
process was flawed and that the WgA Awards disadvantaged some game 
writers:

For all the good and vital work that the WgA does for writers in the 
film and TV markets, they have zero presence in the games indus-
try. Getting rid of this award at least does away with the charade 
that the WgA advocates for game writers in any capacity. (Shawn 
Kittelsen, writer of Mortal Kombat 11, as quoted in Blake 2019)

 [For] the WgA [game writing] Awards, every person who wrote 
the game has to have been a WgA member for the last year at least, 
and then you have to provide the full script of your game, which is 



189PartiCiPatiOn in the lOCal regulatiOn OF WOrk

impossible because most of our stuff is not exportable. If you have 
a branching dialogue, how do you export that and give it to some-
one to read, and how do you show them the emotional impact that 
has if they’re not willing to play your game? … There was quite a 
big furor about it this year, where a bunch of people came out and  
said, “Are these really the best-written games of the year?” … And 
so the WgA is building this reputation as having the best writers 
in the industry, because all of the people who win awards are part  
of the guild because they have to pay to be part of the guild to enter 
the competition. There is a problem here. (F-12-20-m-E-03-12-13- 
16-02)

These quotes unveil many objects at stake in inviting game writers to 
join broader organizations to make them citizens within a larger world. 
First, game writers produce written content that conflicts with the usual 
production of incumbent members, that is, linear scripts that read from 
front to back. A game script is built differently, has multiple story lines 
depending on what players decide, and is more like an algorithm than a 
linear document. The “script” hardly stands on its own, apart from the 
gameplay, given its essential character of having players “experience” 
the narrative. As long as the awarding system does not allow for condi-
tions for proper assessment, the latter respondent above is doubtful about 
the benefit for game writers in taking part. The award is a poor incentive 
to join the WgA, since the process lets down a large pool of applicants 
who cannot meet the organization’s standards. The result is that game 
writers do not join, making the WgA a poor representative for the group.

Such an experience with organizing leaves the issue of citizenship 
open for game writers and raises some questions for the other trades in 
game development. Would VgDs suffer the same type of exclusion in  
larger organizations if and when they exist? Do they need their own sin-
gular body, and if such would emerge, would the trades within game de-
velopment succeed in speaking with a single voice?

We argue that project-based workers such as VgDs must find a new 
model from the old to suit their own needs and conditions. A union for 
all occupational categories of VgDs that operates with a single collective 
agreement across the entire sector would blend the most advantageous 
elements of the industrial and craft models. Such an approach could draw 
from the history of pattern bargaining and master agreements. A com-
bination of the “wall-to-wall” solidarity of the industrial model coupled 
with the breadth of the sectoral craft model would produce the greatest 
domain of citizenship, to which every VgD would be an equivalent sub-
ject, but it is also the hardest to achieve. And even then, national-level 
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industrial relations arrangements cannot account for the transnational 
mobility of capital and labour—an outstanding issue for many workers 
and for international solidarity movements (Greer, Ciupijus, and Lillie 
2013; Hammar 2022; Legault and Weststar 2021; Lillie and Greer 2007).

Conclusion: A Quest for Change

Taking part in the local regulation of labour regarding critical issues 
is an important component of citizenship at work (see Chapter 1). HRm 
and state equity policies brought workers varying degrees of fairness, 
but taking part in shaping the workplace by bargaining a local collect-
ive agreement gave them a voice. No longer limited to passively receiving 
legal rights, employees became active citizens of a democracy. However, 
VgDs do not belong to such a territory.

This chapter has presented an account of how VgDs are attempting 
to gain a meaningful voice in the local regulation of their work. Project- 
based knowledge workers like VgDs continually engage in a range of 
activities—individual and collective, private and public, large and small 
(Weststar and Legault 2019). However, few of these actions have allowed 
them to become a legitimate and long-term participant in the work regu-
lation process. Put simply, individual acts of employee voice, exit, and 
neglect; short-term collective mobilizations targeted to specific issues; 
works council–like joint consultative bodies; individual and collective 
legal action; and external professional or trade associations are, together 
and separately, insufficient in creating a long-term, institutional frame-
work that accords workers a meaningful influence on the decisions 
that affect their work and working conditions. As such, they fail the cit-
izenship test in that there are no constant objects, subjects, or domains 
of citizenship. We can only find occasional specimens. There are some 
objects “up for discussion,” like discipline, crediting, training, and pro-
ject assignment. There are some subjects in the form of workers with 
high bargaining power who could “feel” like citizens, or some emerging 
unionized groups of VgDs. There are some domains such as European 
nation states in which VgDs have made inroads in a sector-based form of 
defense of their interests, like France, the United Kingdom, and Sweden. 
Yet, all in all, an occasional but non-institutionalized mobilization does 
not involve any guarantee for VgDs to take part in the regulation of their 
environment.

As noted above, Arthurs (1967) saw the local union as the key to citizen-
ship through the local regulation of labour. Despite dramatic changes in 
the nature of the employment relationship and a pattern of union decline 
across the industrialized world, we argue that this assumption remains 
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valid. Unions remain the actor best positioned to bring in and enforce the 
conditions of citizenship at work.

In making this claim, we are not uncritical of unions, nor do we sim-
ply accept unions in their historical or even more contemporary forms. 
Without the space to venture into the deep literature on union typolo-
gies, forms, actions, and ideologies, and the many calls for union renewal 
on numerous fronts, we agree that unions have more work to do to re-
assert themselves and build relevancy and legitimacy with contempor-
ary workers. With respect to the highly mobile, project-based knowledge 
worker of the VgI, the ideal form of union representation does not sin-
gularly exist. As such, VgDs, like many other workers, are engaged in 
active experimentation to find the form of collective action that will best 
address their circumstances. 





Do Game Developers Participate in the 
Social Regulation of Work?

In this chapter we outline participation in the broader social regula-
tion of work as the fourth object of citizenship at work. What means do 
project-based workers have to exert any influence on what legislation is 
passed governing their specific working conditions or their industry at 
large, or on the amendment or application of existing laws or policies? 
What organizations represent them?

VgDs want a voice in the debate on the evolution of the industry and 
its ecosystem, but they remain disadvantaged in their efforts to influence 
the state. They face a highly organized landscape of employer and in-
dustry associations, while worker-based representational agents remain 
scarce and fledgling (see Chapter 7). 

However, talking only about representation before state institutions 
would downplay the true scope and desire that VgDs have for participa-
tion in the social regulation of work. This narrow theoretical view is part 
of the folk tradition of labour institutions and is a disservice to informal, 
organic, and/or emergent forms of organizing, self-representation, and 
self-governance, as well as to loci of power based on the influence of 
one’s position in the commercial market or social network:

Digital games have historically been self-regulated while being 
subject to national and transnational contract, consumer, and 
trade laws. More recently, games have become subject to attention 
in relation to intellectual property, data, and privacy laws … [and] 
in self- and co-regulatory age and content information systems. 
(Kerr 2017, 141)

There are new social stakeholders wanting to have a say in the regu-
lation of work and, moreover, on the evolution of the industry. Action in 
this domain is as much before the state as in society. It is part of the dis-
cussion about the helps and harms of social media and IT; the representa-
tion of women and racialized minorities in arts and culture; and violence, 

chaPter 8
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gender-based violence, and misogyny. It is about whether games are art 
or entertainment, and the implications for such blanket categorizations. 
It is about ecologically, economically, and socially sustainable local and 
global development (Abraham 2022; Keogh 2021; Maxwell and Miller 
2012; Whitson, Simon, and Parker 2018). It is in these domains that some 
VgDs act and want to act more.

Sotamaa and Švelch (2021, 8) argue that “public awareness about the 
production context of video games has arguably never been higher” 
and advocate for production studies research that critically reflects on 
the “economic, cultural and political structures that influence the final 
form of games.” Production studies emphasize “specific sites and fabrics 
of media production as distinct interpretive communities, each with its 
own organizational structures, professional practices, and power dy-
namics” (M. J. Banks, Connor and Mayer 2016, x). In the game indus-
try, “a range of institutional and organizational actors coexist with more 
bottom-up virtual and fluid ones” (Kerr 2017, 141).

Participation in the social regulation of work is therefore a domain 
ripe for objects and subjects of citizenship. We will discuss some of the 
main actors and stakeholders, acknowledging the limits of our data, our 
geographical and linguistic biases, and the quickly evolving landscape. 
We cannot do justice to the range of localized institutional, organiza-
tional, grassroots, and fluid bodies across the global VgI. Thankfully that 
research is emerging (e.g., Graber and Burri-Nenova 2010; Hjorth and 
Chan 2009; Huntemann and Aslinger 2013; Ito 2007; Jin 2010; Kerr 2017; 
Keogh 2023; Komulainen and Sotamaa 2020; Ruffino 2021; Sotamaa and 
Švelch 2021).

Lobbying and Direct State Involvement

Individual workers have a limited ability to lobby or influence the state. 
Such action requires a body, typically a union, that can craft and wield a 
collective voice. Though the union movement is expanding, VgDs do not 
yet have a collective policy voice. In contrast and as we will see below, 
videogame employers consolidate their interests and voice through in-
dustry, trade, and employer associations. Some have also managed to 
position themselves as regional economic actors of such importance that 
they have a direct line to local government officials. This leaves VgDs, 
for better or worse, as the recipients of decisions made without their 
representation.

Accounting for state lobbying by agents representing game employers 
is critical because institutional and state/regional factors are important 
to the growth and decline of creative and cultural industries. Though 
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game industry policies are “difficult to study because the actors are often 
obfuscated by nondisclosure agreements, opaque licensing agreements 
written in legalese, and political posturing in civil debates that are some-
times funded by invisible donors” (Conway and deWinter 2016, 2), they 
are linked to the maturity of national game industries (Nieborg and de 
Kloet 2016).

There has been an intensification of state involvement over the past 
two decades (Kerr 2017, 139–41) and accompanying debate about its im-
pact (Nieborg and de Kloet 2016; Sandqvist 2012). For instance:

Canada is the poster child in the West in terms of institutional and 
public support for the game industry and this has attracted mobile 
multinational development companies from the United States and 
Europe and generated significant growth in employment … France 
and the UK governments have introduced tax policies to protect 
certain types of game development after excessive lobbying from 
national and regional trade associations and national champions … 
China has disrupted the dominance of Japan and South Korea 
through the introduction of state policies to support national game 
development and limit competition from imports. (Kerr 2017, 142–
43; see Sotamaa, Jørgensen, and Sandqvist 2020, for a review of 
the Nordic region)

We will discuss as objects of citizenship two important areas of state 
intervention: tax credits and industry funding. Funding shapes the eco-
nomic and geographic landscape of the industry, and workers have a 
stake in these decisions. Tax credits incentivize regional development 
and are therefore designed to secure employment in a particular terri-
tory so that workers (and their families) do not have to relocate to chase 
employment that has moved to more lucrative territories. These inter-
ests are localized and can create conflict among workers. Similarly, the 
parameters that dictate the conditions of industry funding can orient em-
ployer actions in ways that may conflict with workers’ interests.

Tax Credit Regimes

Labour tax credit regimes are policies by which governments subsid-
ize employers by reimbursing part of wages paid; they are an import-
ant object of citizenship in all major game development regions. Game 
studios can be found across Canada1 but the scene is most robust where 

1. Canadian Game Studios List: https://canadiangamedevs.com
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Table 8.1 
Tax Credit Regimes Across Canada: British Columbia, Quebec, and Ontario

Year Credit amount and details

British Columbia: Interactive Digital Media Tax Credit

2010–2023 •	 17.5%	of	qualified	BC labour spend
•	 Cannot	stack	with	federal	SR&ED program

Quebec: Production of Multimedia Titles Tax Credit

2015–present •	 Category	1	(IP-generating products intended for commer-
cialization): 30% (+7.5% if a French-language version)

•	 Category	2	(all	other	products,	e.g.	vocational	training):	
26.25%

•	 Can	stack	with	federal	SR&ED program

Post-June 4, 2014 •	 Category	1:	24%	(+6%	if	a	French-language	version)
•	 Category	2:	21%

2004–June 4, 2014 •	 Category	1:	30%	(+7.5%	if	a	French-language	version)
•	 Category	2:	26.25%	of	qualified	labour

1996–2004 •	 Category	1:	40%	(+10%	if	a	French-language	version)
•	 Category	2:	35%	

Ontario: Interactive Digital Media Tax Credit

2009–present •	 35%	of	qualifying	labour	expenditures	incurred	by	a	
qualifying or specialized digital game corporation for the 
development of eligible digital games

•	 Cannot	stack	with	federal	SR&ED program

March 2008—
March 2009

•	 In	general,	25%	for	qualifying	corporations
•	 For	small	corporations,	25%	for	specified	products	and	

30% for non-specified products

March 2006—
March 2008

•	 In	general,	20%	for	qualifying	corporations	
•	 For	small	corporations,	20%	for	specified	products	and	

30% for non-specified products

1998–March 2006 •	 20%	for	qualifying	small	corporations	for	non-specified	
products

Sources: Boucher (2013); Brummond (n.d.); Canada Revenue Agency (2019); Finances 
Québec (2003); Government of British Columbia (n.d.); Ontario Creates (2020); Ontario 
Tax Credits and Revenue Protection Act*; Quebec Taxation Act**; Weaver (2014)

* Legislative Assembly of Ontario website: Tax Credits and Revenue Protection Act, 1998, 
https://www.ola.org/en/legislative-business/bills/parliament-36/session-2/bill-81
** LegisQuébec website: Taxation Act, 1972, http://legisquebec.gouv.qc.ca/en/showdoc/
cs/I-3?langCont=en#ga:l_iii_1_1-h1
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long-standing supportive tax regimes are found (Nieborg and de Kloet 
2016). Indeed, a cottage industry of consultancy firms caters to game 
companies seeking to make the most out of tax credit programs (Bene-
fact 2017; NorthBridge Consultants, n.d.). Table 8.1 summarizes the tax 
credit policies from the Canadian provinces that boast the largest game 
development clusters and most generous incentives (see Table 8.2 in the 
Data Appendix for policies across the remaining provinces).

The benefit of tax credits in Quebec is amplified because the system in 
that province allows a company to concurrently draw or “stack” tax cred-
its from the provincial government and the federal Scientific Research 
and Experimental Development (SR&ED) tax incentive program for the 
same project. The SR&ED can consist of as much as 35 percent of eligible 
expenditures (Government of Canada 2021). 

Though these tax credits are lauded as engines of economic growth, 
they can have negative consequences. Companies become sensitive to 
and dependent on the policy regime; reductions in tax credits and even 
a hint of political change can cause capital flight. This creates intense 
inter-state and international competition, and a “beggar thy neighbour” 
effect in which research and development gains to one region come at 
the expense of losses to neighbouring regions (Hui 2012; Hutchins 2012; 
McEwan 2019; Mudhar 2012; Wilson 2009). 

The risk of capital flight contributes to labour mobility and employ-
ment insecurity. Industry protectionism often drives funding policy dis-
cussions (see Slattery 2021, regarding Ireland, and Sotamaa, Jørgensen 
and Sandqvist 2020, on Sweden). With this mentality, tax credit regimes 
can become an arms race and end in a stalemate, such that they are sim-
ply government subsidies. Research from the United States found that 
research and development (R&D) tax credits result in a zero-sum game 
among states operating at similar levels; when competing states make 
equiproportionate increases, there is no additional new capital forma-
tion in either state (Chirinko and Wilson 2008) and therefore no new 
incentivizing effect. However, the rhetoric of “promises” and “potential” 
is strong (Nieborg and de Kloet 2016; see IgEA 2021, for fanfare about a 
recent policy adoption in Australia).

We do not debate the economic and cultural value of state subsidies 
to the game industry. But when the state is subsidizing labour and/
or total expenditure costs at levels of 20 percent and more, it becomes 
hard to treat the industry as a purely private enterprise. As funders, gov-
ernments are implicated in the management decision-making of these 
studios and should be more concerned with whether their subsidies are 
creating quality jobs.
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Though worker representative bodies might generally support indus-
try association efforts to secure financing for the industry (see, for in-
stance, gWU Australia 2021), some groups are pushing harder. The FSU, 
which now represents Irish game developers, “wants the Government to 
require employers to sign a written statement committing them to pro-
vide ‘quality employment’ before they can avail of the tax credit” (Curran 
2021, para 6). This includes workers’ right to collectively organize and 
negotiate working conditions. Such a demand expands the possible do-
main of citizenship on this issue. But as it stands, industry associations 
have direct lobbying pathways to governments, but workers do not have 
a consistent voice in decision-making over tax credits.

Funding and Industry Development

The state and state-affiliated bodies can also play a role in the develop-
ment of a videogame cluster through investment in infrastructure and 
innovation (for example, business parks and incubators), training (for ex-
ample, postsecondary educational programs), promotion and knowledge 
exchange (for example, regional and pan-regional conferences), commer-
cialization, and trade (Nichols 2016; Nieborg and de Kloet 2016; Sotamaa, 
Jørgensen, and Sandqvist 2020). These are often long-term strategies 
for the development and retention of local talent and leveraging comple-
mentarities across cognate industries and actors. Sometimes states make 
direct cash injections in the form of loans (see Nichols 2016, for the cau-
tionary tale of Rhode Island’s disastrous $75 million loan to 38 Studios).

Game industry public policy can also manifest like arts funding and 
funding in support of cultural heritage. For instance, the genesis of 
Norwegian government policy was rooted in “the cultural importance 
of securing children’s access to diverse [game] productions with high 
quality Norwegian language and content” (So ta maa, Jør gen sen, and 
Sand qvist 2020, 621). Funding can take the form of development and pro-
duction grants as well as marketing dollars or trade-related travel. These 
are often targeted toward independent and/or emergent developers and 
studios, though large and commercially successful companies also sub-
mit to funding bodies.

Direct funding initiatives tend to be state supported but administered 
at arm’s length by specific institutions. These bodies also tend to over-
see funding across the cultural industries (for example, television and 
film). The Canada Media Fund (CmF) is one such entity. It is a nonprofit, 
public–private partnership between the Government of Canada and 
Canada’s cable, satellite, and Internet protocol television (IPTV) distribu-
tors. It delivers roughly C$350 million in annual funding to producers 
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of Canadian audiovisual media content (CmF 2021a, 88). In 2020 to 2021, 
13.4 percent of that funding was directed to interactive digital media con-
tent, of which 75 percent was to fund game projects (CmF 2021a, 61, 89).

The game sector is also shaped by funding that is directed toward tech-
nology development. Such is the case in Finland, where a publicly owned 
R&D funding organization (Tekes) was important to the emergence and 
sustenance of the industry (Sotamaa, Jørgensen, and Sandqvist 2020). 
Tekes has contributed to the professionalization and internationalization 
of the Finnish industry through the leverage of capital via “collaborative 
relationships between the government organization, individual compan-
ies and private investors.” (Sotamaa, Jørgensen, and Sandqvist 2020, 623)

In addition to determining which studios survive and which projects 
are made, funding models and the nature of direct investment can shape 
managerial decisions within companies. First, a differential emphasis on 
art versus commercial entertainment can direct the content that is made; 
the former would encourage more experimental work. There are regu-
lar discussions among industry leaders and policymakers about this bal-
ance and the proper purpose of funding bodies in supporting art versus 
rewarding commercialization. The successful case of the serious/applied 
games segment in the Netherlands has been attributed to intentional 
policy decisions and a high degree of direct and indirect state sponsor-
ship (Nieborg and de Kloet 2016).

Second, funders establish the parameters by which studios and pro-
jects will be evaluated and, under the truism “what gets measured, gets 
managed,” incentivize certain behaviours. For instance, how does the 
funder weigh past applications to the fund, past grants, the experience 
of the applicant, the longevity of the studio, or the commercial track re-
cord of past projects? The role of the scoring system comes to light in a 
case study of the CmF’s recent attempts to increase the representation of 
women within CmF-funded projects. As reported by Perks and Whitson 
(2022), the new system awards three percentage points to applications in 
which the leadership team had “gender parity” (defined as at least 40 per-
cent women). This initiative was intended to “help ‘level the playing 
field’ by incentivizing management to promote more women into project 
leadership positions”; “19 projects were successful due to the additional 
gender points, while a further 31 projects near the funding cut-off were 
refused because they did not meet gender parity” (Perks and Whitson 
2022, 143–44). The policy was questioned, and many felt the system could 
be “gamed.” However, the policy changes reportedly prompted hard dis-
cussions within regional game development communities, and this was 
seen to have led to awareness building and, perhaps, change (Perks and 
Whitson 2022, 148).
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Last, the funding structure can dictate managerial decisions to hire 
and fire, to merge or relocate, and/or to expand or constrain a game’s 
scope. The presence of state or quasi-state funding can shelter emergent 
local development from hard times and from acquisition and absorption 
by large incumbent players. Nieborg and de Kloet (2016) suggest that 
small European studios face difficulty in attracting venture capital and 
reaching a sustainable mass before being cannibalized by dominant enti-
ties from Asia and the United States. Acquisitions often trigger organiz-
ational restructuring that can result in layoffs, staff relocations, changes 
to or cancellations of games in progress, or studio closure (Bulut 2020b; 
Nieborg 2021). HRm decisions are also impacted because capital fund-
ing, whether state-based or from the private sector, is dispersed based 
on strict financial reporting time periods and tied to achievement mile-
stones that require extensive documentation. These are often divorced 
from the actual cash flow or time horizon needs of the development 
companies, particularly those without other sources of capital. Funding 
models can therefore mimic and perpetuate the worst aspects of the fi-
nancialized project-based environment (see Chapter 2 and 3).

Some of these funding bodies provide voice and representation oppor-
tunities for workers. The CmF claims “a deep history of industry consul-
tations” (CmF 2021b, 2). In 2021 close to one thousand people participated 
in consultations as individual creators, through representative agents 
(regional trade associations, unions and professional guilds, major em-
ployers, or other funding or support agencies), and through industry 
stakeholders from three targeted groups: Indigenous, Black, and racial-
ized communities; industry leaders; and emerging talent. Representative 
agents participated in by-invitation roundtables, while individuals par-
ticipated through town hall forums (CmF 2021c; CmF 2021d).

Such consultations are to be lauded; however, they do not acknow-
ledge the inherent power imbalances among the solicited contributors, 
nor in the structures set up to collect their points of view. Surely, it is un-
deniable that the collective voice of respected industry associations and 
employer representatives participating “by invitation only” would carry 
more weight in deliberations than interventions from individuals. And 
as we will see below, industry associations are dominated by employers. 
Surely also, the representatives of the “targeted groups” of BIPOC2 stake-
holders, industry leaders, and emerging talent were selected through 
some means subject to the idiosyncrasies of existing power dynamics 
and dominant social networks that likely bias studio founders, owners, 
executives, industry analysts, or the high-profile self-employed. We see 

2. Black, Indigenous, and people of colour.
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trade unions and professional guilds among the invited representational 
agents, but this point is moot for game workers (and other interactive 
media workers), since no such bodies yet exist in the Canadian context.3 

The subjects of citizenship are therefore up for debate.
As with tax credits, the point is not to suggest de facto negative out-

comes for workers from government funding regimes. On the contrary, 
it has been well documented that these can be key supports. Rather, we 
highlight the failings of citizenship in the existing structures and pro-
cesses. In showcasing the importance of institutional actors and their 
networks in shaping the game development ecosystem (that is, where, 
when, and how funding is allocated, and how its administration has up-
stream implications for where and how jobs are created and downstream 
implications for managerial decision-making within workplaces), we 
identify critical but often missed opportunities for democratic voice. De-
spite the importance of this social regulatory sphere, the voice of game 
workers is lacking, and we present this as a citizenship deficit.

Industry Associations Are a Strong Voice

As noted, state lobbying efforts by industry, trade, or professional associ-
ations are an important part of the social regulation of work, as it shapes 
the policy and regulatory landscapes of firms and industries within 
specific regions. The work of industry associations to raise the profile of 
their industry and advocate for facilitative conditions in areas such as 
fiscal policy, education and training, innovation, immigration, and trade 
can benefit workers and employers alike. However, from the perspective 
of citizenship at work, the most important element is the ability to have 
a participative role in the planning and/or execution of such efforts. This 
voice is more important even than the outcome. For instance, state lob-
bying that produces regulatory regimes that protect game content as free 
speech is a positive outcome for game industry workers and employers, 
but if workers were not involved in the process, it fails the citizenship 
test. The policy stage is dominated by industry and employer associ-
ations, with no seat at the table for worker representatives.

Numerous industry “trade” associations exist at the national and trans-
national level. Many of these are powerful bodies, yet relatively little is 
known about their inner workings (Kerr 2017). In general, they seek to 
promote industry interests through research, education, advocacy, and 

3. We acknowledge that CWA Canada is beginning to represent game workers; however at 
the time of writing no bargaining units had been certified. As such, CWA Canada would 
have been most likely to participate in the CmF consultations on behalf of its Canada Media 
Guild film and television workers.
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events “vis-à-vis the government and the rest of the economy and society, 
as well as abroad” (Keune et al. 2018, 13). However, an inspection of their 
representational foci reveals important tensions and power dynamics.

Kerr (2017, 145) identifies a divergence of interests within trade as-
sociations among companies that operate as game publishers versus 
development studios, and suggests that “at its crudest [the split] illus-
trates the different interests that multinational publishers have when 
compared to small- and medium-sized developer [studios].” Kerr notes 
generally that “a focus on development in the title of the association as 
compared to a focus on interactive software signals an ongoing tension 
as to whether games should be considered a software or a cultural prod-
uct from a policy perspective.” Small independent studios are often ex-
cluded from these trade associations or are drawn to associations that 
cater to the independent development milieu. The review by Keune et al. 
(2018, 13) of German, Dutch, Swedish, and UK associations also outlines 
representational differences and grey areas by size, region, and institu-
tional mission.

Such categorizations of type and size are useful to understand the land-
scape of representational associations. But a more meaningful factor for 
our purpose is whether these bodies represent the interests of employers 
or workers. A review of association websites shows that most are em-
ployer focused. They offer membership by studio/company and not as 
individual memberships to game workers. For instance, the member-
ship base of the transnational Interactive Software Federation of Eur-
ope (ISFE) is made up through the direct membership of seventeen major 
videogame publishers active in Europe and twelve national trade associ-
ations that are themselves comprised of game company representatives. 
According to their mission statement,4 the ISFE represents the interests 
of the world’s “most successful” game publishers and developers, en-
gages actively with policymakers to contribute to the “development of 
smart regulations/policies,” and is a “trusted provider of strategic data 
on the economics and demographics of the videogame ecosystem across 
Europe.” Similarly, the Entertainment Software Association (ESA) in the 
United States offers company memberships and promises that:

membership gives you a seat at the table. The ESA routinely con-
venes the US game industry to tackle our most pressing issues: 
potentially harmful or unfair legislation, overzealous regulation, 
conflicts over business models, concerns about game over use, 

4. Interactive Software Federation of Europe: www.isfe.eu/about
5. Electronic Software Association: www.theesa.com/about-esa/#membership
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First Amendment/content issues, and more. ESA members protect 
their own interests by being part of the conversation.5 (emphasis ours)

As a further example, the Danish Producers’ Association (Producent-
foreningen) offers membership to producers of film, television, and com-
puter games. It identifies as both a trade association and an employer 
association because it seeks to “gain political influence and promote 
members’ interests in relation to politicians, rights organizations, pub-
lic institutions … which have an influence on the production conditions” 
(translated from Danish) and negotiates collective agreements with rel-
evant employee groups.6 

A few associations are expansive and welcome publishers, developers, 
indie teams, individual workers, students, members of the eSports com-
munity, educational institutions, cogent industries, and general spon-
sors. As noted by Kerr (2017), these are more often the associations with 
“development” or “developer” in their title and are more likely to have 
smaller indie studios as members.7 Even the US-based International 
Game Developers Association (IgDA), which pitches its membership and 
services to individual workers, allows companies to buy memberships 
through its Studio Affiliate Program. Along with the individual member 
benefits, Studio Affiliates receive free job postings on the IgDA Career 
Center and company features in IgDA publications, and are granted a 
presence at IgDA chapter events.

Associations that are open to both employers and employees have a 
complicated representational role (see more on the IgDA below). Perhaps 
in recognition of this, the South African Association of Game Makers—
Make Games South Africa (mgSA)—engaged in discussions about the 
creation of a new body, Interactive Entertainment South Africa (IESA). 
This was proposed as a separate organization for a wider net of game- 
related companies to engage in lobbying and in policy and industry de-
velopment (mgSA 2016), as opposed to the indie-maker community focus 
of mgSA.

Suffice to say that most trade associations act on behalf of companies 
and therefore employers. This is true even of associations that differen-
tiate themselves from those representing large multinational publishers. 
According to their website, the European Game Development Federation 

6. Producentforeningen: https://pro-f.dk/om-producentforeningen
7. For example, the Flemish Games Association (FLEgA) has a membership category for 
freelancers and offers a free membership, with no voting status, for students and enthusi-
asts. Pioneers of Game Development Austria (PgDA) seems unique in that it does not allow 
company memberships at all, but it still showcases company logos on its website and states 
that its “members are representing game companies in every region of Austria.” 
https://pgda.at/members/
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(EgDF) acts to “advance the political and economic interests of the Euro-
pean computer and video games industry,” but there is no recognition 
that the political and economic interests of game employers often differ 
from those of game workers. Most public policy work is

not concerned about the quality of jobs or workplace cultures and 
practices in the games industry. The industry and policy discourse 
seem to have converged on a narrow range of issues including lo-
cational competition and level playing fields, access to skills and 
creating a tax-friendly investment climate for corporations. (Kerr 
2017, 149)

Some large developers and publishers enjoy a compounded influence 
because they are present in multiple representational spaces. Building 
on Kerr’s (2017, 144) example of the developer/publisher Ubisoft, at the 
time of writing, we see that in Europe the company is a direct member 
of the trans-European ISFE due to its size and influence. But it is also 
a member of all twelve of the national associations who make up the 
ISFE. Of those twelve, a Ubisoft representative sits on the board of five 
and is the board CEO of one. Ubisoft is also well represented in the other 
trans-European association, EgDF, even though that association seems to 
attract smaller indie developers. Ubisoft is not a direct member, but it is 
a member of seven of the seventeen participating national associations. 
It is on the board of four of those associations, including as board CEO 
in the same case listed above. In North America, Ubisoft is a member 
of the ESA in both the United States and Canada. Within Canada, they 
have a representative on the board of Quebec’s largest digital game trade 
association, La Guilde du jeu vidéo du Québec, and Ontario’s interactive 
media trade association, Interactive Ontario, which are both members of 
the national association, Canadian Interactive Alliance/L’Alliance inter-
active canadienne (CIAIC). Ubisoft also has a representative on the board 
of the Quebec Employer’s Council (Le Conseil du patronat du Québec) 
and the board of Montréal International, a public–private partnership 
tasked with attracting direct foreign investment, international organiza-
tions, entrepreneurs, talented workers, and international students to the 
region. The same case of multiple membership and compounded influ-
ence in powerful representational spaces could indubitably be made of 
many large multinational publisher-developers. As Kerr (2017, 144) ob-
serves regarding Ubisoft, this placement gives game companies signifi-
cant economic, cultural, and social capital.

The game industry is also prominent in the advocacy efforts of broader 
associations that support the interactive media sector. Indeed, some may 
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argue that the game industry increasingly dominates these policy discus-
sions. For instance, in Canada, the website of the CIAIC, a national body 
comprised of eight provincial interactive digital media trade associations, 
is almost exclusively focused on game development, and their definition 
of “core interactive digital media” centres game creators (Nordicity 2013). 
DigiBC—the Creative Technology Association of British Columbia—is 
emblematic of the activities carried out by such bodies at the national 
and provincial level.8 

Kerr (2017, 145) notes that sometimes publisher-associations and 
developer-associations “work toward the same goals and ends; at other 
times they act in opposition.” Indeed, the state lobbying efforts of trade 
associations can often be of benefit to workers and employers, but in 
some situations, such as exemptions for overtime laws, interests are not 
in alignment. From a citizenship at work perspective, since interests can-
not be assumed to align, and acknowledging inherent power imbalances 
in the employment relationship, the most important component is the 
ability to have a participative role—a voice—regardless of the outcome. 
As this review indicates, the policy stage is dominated by industry and 
employer associations, with no seat for workers or their representatives.

Who Governs Game Content?

Game content is also an important object of citizenship. VgDs are deeply 
concerned about their creative freedom and avoiding censorship. How-
ever, individual game makers, studio management, and the industry’s 
representational bodies are also beholden to value systems that impact 
choices about game content. To the preference of most governments, 
the game industry remains largely self-regulated (Perks 2021); however, 
game content continues to be the object of regulatory discussions by state 
and non-state actors. Key topics are violence, sex, and sexualized vio-
lence, and, more recently, monetization strategies likened to gambling. 
Certain industry actors have mobilized in lobbying the state for free 
speech in game making. However, the voicing of workers as creators is 
less obvious, their power more diffuse and their interests perhaps less 
homogenous than corporations focused on capital accumulation.

Kerr (2006, 1–2) describes the censorship of cultural products as a 
“highly political, socially negotiated and nationally specific process,” and 
the censorship of games as a “conflict between multinational cultural cor-
poration(s) and local political, cultural and social actors.” Similarly, Perks 
(2021, 219–21) calls for an examination of the regulatory spaces that shape 

8. DigiBC: www.digibc.org/cpages/about-digibc
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production and consumption in the game industry to better capture the 
complex system of interdependent actors, their disparate resources, and 
the disproportional impact of hard and soft regulation on these different 
actors. This fits with our broadened conception of the theoretical space 
for considering citizenship at work and the ability for workers to be sub-
jects of citizenship within a broad domain of social regulation.

Industry associations have been prominent social actors in the long 
history of attempts to regulate access to videogames (Ivory and Holz 
Ivory 2016; Kocurek 2016; Perret 2016; Ruggill and McAllister 2016). The 
ESA and the Video Software Dealers Association9 challenged regional 
laws and fought the issue at the US Supreme Court. The Court ruled that 
the potential negative effects of violent videogames were “insufficient to 
justify unique free speech limitations” (Ivory and Holz Ivory 2016, 146–
48); however, the industry remains a target.

The Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB) was created in 
1994 due to this scrutiny (see Chapter 3). In response to a US Congres-
sional mandate to shield children from violent game content, the ESA10 
proposed the ESRB as a nongovernmental rating institution and system 
(Ruggill and McAllister 2016). Unlike a competing proposal, the ESA’s 
plan maintained industry control over the governance of game content 
because, as an arm of the ESA, the ESRB is “organized by, but distinct 
from the industry” it oversees (Ruggill and McAllister 2016, 74). Similar 
systems have been established in other countries and regions.

Kerr (2006 13) uses the controversy over the “Hot Coffee” mod11 found 
in Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas to show that “a range of stakeholders 
beyond the regulatory body may play a role in the censorship process.” 
However, Ruggill and McAllister (2016, 75–76) raise questions about 
how a self-regulating system can meet the state mandate to protect 
public welfare. On the other hand, they also suggest that the ESRB has 
“intruded on creative expression, on the art and practice of game de-
velopment itself” through its extensive review requirements. They note 
that the negative sales impact of receiving an “Adult Only” rating is a 
heavy constraint, since many stores will not sell such games and some 
countries ban them outright. Indeed, the creators of Grand Theft Auto: 
San Andreas are perceived to have engaged in deliberate subterfuge of 
the regulatory body to sidestep potential censorship (Kerr 2006). In this, 

9. A representative agent of retail outlets that sold and/or rented console videogames; later 
subsumed within the Entertainment Merchants Association.
10. Then the Interactive Digital Software Association
11. “Hot Coffee” was the name given to a hidden code contained within Grand Theft Auto: San 
Andreas that, when enabled, allowed players to access a sexually explicit sequence within 
the game. “Modding” involves the modification of game code by players.
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Ruggill and McAllister may be voicing the view of game workers as cre-
ators pushing back against new concessions made by the ESA to the state 
and the public following events like the “Hot Coffee” affair. These in-
clude increased reporting requirements to include inaccessible content 
(content that is ostensibly not intended to be seen by players). They may 
also be highlighting the tendency toward the bureaucratic entrenchment 
of regulatory bodies like the ESRB who seek their own legitimacy and 
dominance in contested social spaces.

In another example, the ESA, ESRB, and prominent game studios in-
itially rejected public concerns about the introduction of gambling-like 
“loot boxes” as an in-game monetization strategy (Perks 2021). They 
attempted to shift blame and resorted to tactics of avoidance. Develop-
ment studios and publishers were seen to “employ various discursive 
strategies in order to reframe the public discussion or divert attention 
away from these controversial monetization practices” (van Roessel and 
Švelch 2021, 198).

Within these controversies, the voices of game workers themselves are 
harder to locate and classify. A small study of Finnish game developers 
(Alha et al. 2014) showed negative views about aggressive in-game mon-
etization strategies, including those that targeted children and those that 
compromised good game design. VgDs who were interviewed did not 
want to include these elements in their games. But VgDs also noted that 
the “freemium”12 market had “come a long way” and felt that critiques 
or dismissals of the entire monetization model based on early and ex-
ploitative entrants were unfair. Similarly, Perks (2021, 225) documented 
how individual VgDs criticized the practice and how some independent 
development studios vowed to remove or not use loot boxes. Here, we 
perhaps see VgDs voicing a middle ground between extreme public out-
cry and dismissive corporate responses. Perhaps treading this line, the 
IgDA urged the industry to self-regulate to avoid the risk of intervention 
by the state (Perks 2021). Ultimately the ESA and the ESRB realized the 
need to act to reassert their regulatory legitimacy and announced a var-
iety of alleviating self-regulatory measures (Alha et al. 2014; Perks 2021).

It could be that the issues of subject matter, censorship, game ratings, 
and ethical monetization are more general issues of free speech and so-
cietal morality, rather than an issue of citizenship at work. However, 
these elements, particularly monetization, can play a significant part in 
a game production process (van Roessel and Švelch 2021). We argue that 
it is important to consider an expanded lens of what counts within the 

12. A business model that offers basic features of a product or service at no cost and charges 
a premium for additional or advanced features.
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domain of social regulation of work. As it stands, the content of games 
is said to be “self-regulated” by the industry, but the “self” is rarely dis-
aggregated. Upon cursory examination we see that it typically consists of 
hired bureaucrats who work for ratings boards or industry associations 
and who are overseen by a board of managerial-level representatives of 
major multinational game studios. It is harder to pinpoint the voice of 
smaller and/or more independent studio employers or workers, as indi-
viduals or collectives. The IgDA has maintained a long-standing special 
interest group (SIg) with the name Anti-Censorship and Social Issues, 
which supports the IgDA’s education and policy efforts to, for instance, 
decouple violent videogame play from acts of real-world violence, and to 
ensure that games remain a protected form of free speech and are not un-
duly restricted in the market (Kocurek 2016). This SIg and the IgDA in 
general may represent a more bottom-up mechanism for establishing a 
voice. The IgDA has been an intervening voice on behalf of its members 
in policy debates and state hearings, particularly in the United States.

Ultimately, more systematic research is required, but the point here 
is that evidence of contestation exists and regulatory environments—
whether social, cultural, or political, and whether binding or volun-
tary—shape the work of making games. Despite differences in localized 
sensibilities, dominant players can exert norms on others. While Mex-
ico introduced their own game rating system in 2021, it is still in accord-
ance with the ESRB because the ESA and its member companies lobbied 
the Mexican government to do so (Ruggill and McAllister 2016). Major 
game companies are directly involved in both the North American 
ESRB system and the Pan-European Game Information (PEgI) system.13 
That said, their power to regulate rating policy sits relative to that of re-
spective states and local actors (see Kerr 2006; Perks 2021; Ruggill and 
McAllister 2016).

Overall, major multinational game companies and industry associ-
ations have clearly won the status of subjects of citizenship in the domain 
of game content. They have created and sustained various self-governing 
regulatory bodies and seem generally able to maintain a space free of 
censorship. However, debates about game content are fraught, with aca-
demics, players, and creators contesting the portrayal of gender, race, 
sex, and violence, and the ethical use of in-game monetization tools. It 
may be that there is a not a universal voice of game creators in this regard, 
but even if groups of workers were to articulate a position, there is no 
direct vehicle for it to be heard. Consequently, the processes that define 
and therefore shape creative freedom in game making might be driven 

13. Run by the ISFE trade association
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primarily by dominant market interests or by corporate value-systems. 
In this, they might not be the ones that VgDs wish for.

Events as a Showcase: Spaces of Social Dialogue

Game industry events and spaces of interaction for game workers are 
also domains of citizenship. They provide formal and informal oppor-
tunities to shape the larger social narrative about the values and image 
of the industry, to demark boundaries of what it is and what it is not, 
and to provide a space for those industry boundaries, norms, and val-
ues to be contested. Though game studios operate with extensive con-
fidentiality and non-disclosure policies to protect their IP, the industry 
is porous. Information exchange and opportunities to showcase work 
are critical to the livelihoods of individual developers and to studio suc-
cess. Media, marketing, and event planning are big business. As Ruffino 
(2018, 3) stated, “the video game industry is organized around a series of 
events that predict, explain and illustrate its own future.” Understanding 
the networks of power behind the enactment of work-related events is 
critical to the theoretical expansion of the study of citizenship at work. 
Wherever the decision-making power over social organization is concen-
trated in the hands of a relatively small, interconnected elite group, VgDs 
fail to achieve the status of subjects of citizenship.

These spaces are exclusive and can therefore be exclusionary. First, 
they are expensive; most developers rely on their studio’s support or 
funding from a trade association or industry development organization 
to attend. A perk of joining many associations is discounts to the top 
events (see, for example, O’Brien 2015). Second, events are often run and  
curated by a small, connected group of people or organizations. An exam-
ination of the ownership and governance structure of events and infor-
mation outlets shows a concentration of power and influence over this 
social regulatory space. The companies running events are often con-
nected to other representational branches of the game ecosystem. The 
Game Developers Conference (gDC) is illustrative of this.

The gDC is owned by a large marketing and business development 
conglomerate called Informa and managed under their InformaTech 
branch.14 Informa also owns Game Developer (formerly Gamasutra; see 
Graft 2021), a leading outlet for industry information and commentary, 
and therefore an important curator of social dialogue. Game Developer 
hosts an online job board. This is not a neutral space, as studios can pay 
to be “Featured Employers” and Game Developer leverages their shared 

14. Interestingly, this company also owns the Taylor and Francis publishing company.
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ownership connection to list a “Who’s Hiring @ gDC” section. Informa 
also owns the Game Career Guide as an extension of Game Developer. 
It lists schools that offer game programs and provides higher visibility 
to “Featured Schools” for a fee. Game Developer engages in marketing to 
sponsors and advertisers, and offers up the game community as an audi-
ence. In this way, sponsors and advertisers can push their content and 
brand through the Game Developer website and social media channels.

There is also a concentration of ownership and cross-pollination re-
garding conferences and award events. Award shows can fuel confer-
ence attendance, and conference attendance can be the prerequisite for 
award nominations. Two award shows sit under the gDC banner: the 
Independent Games Festival and the Game Developers Choice Awards. 
The judges and jury for these awards are typically editors of prominent 
game press and other high-profile industry members.

Connections can also be made between a conference’s governing body 
and the resulting conference content. Conference governing bodies often 
have shared representation with studio employers, industry and trade 
associations, and other groups. An advisory board helps to build the 
gDC program each year.15 At the time of writing, board members were 
a mix of representatives from prominent game studios (such as Ubisoft, 
Blizzard, Bungie, Microsoft), related tech companies (Facebook, Unity), 
representatives from nonprofit advocacy groups (Take This, Fair Play 
Alliance), representatives from co-owned organizations (Game Devel-
oper), and a handful of people listed as independents.

As we will discuss more below, Take This and Fair Play Alliance are 
what we might call formalized issue-based groups that promote their 
mission within the industry—in this case mental health and stopping 
negative game play behaviour, respectively. Representation on the gDC 
advisory board seems beneficial to exposure for such groups. gDC fea-
tures an advocacy track that aims to “provide a forum for discussion and 
ultimately a place to effect change for the development community.”16 
Unlike other sessions at the conference, this track is open to all attendees 
and is more financially accessible. The 2021 advocacy lineup included 
a nine-session Fair Play Alliance Summit and five sessions about men-
tal health or featuring speakers from Take This. The IgDA also features 
prominently in the advocacy track through a long-standing partner-
ship with the gDC. It was listed as the sponsor of nineteen sessions, and 
IgDA-affiliated speakers were listed in four additional sessions. These 
talks typically feature the work of IgDA SIgs. Past executive directors of 
the IgDA were also prominent in the program.

15. Game Developers Conference advisory board: https://gdconf.com/advisory-board
16. Game Developers Conference advocacy track. https://gdconf.com/advocacy
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Operating under the auspices of the gDC, the advocacy track can be 
taken as a signal of accepted values and norms for the industry and can 
therefore be an influential space for the social regulation of work. The 
prevalence of “women in games” talks over the years has helped to main-
stream that issue. There have also been talks about unions in recent 
years, including the infamous 2018 session that prompted the formation 
of Game Workers Unite (gWU).

In sum, game industry events and information outlets are sites where 
individuals and groups could be subjects of citizenship. They are spaces 
for information exchange and dialogue where opinions are shaped and 
from which actions may stem. However, the space of social regulation is 
not neutral. Information and events are curated, and the curators often 
hold influential and interconnected roles across formal and informal  
representational and governance spaces. The interests of event curators 
and individual game workers are not necessarily aligned. Nieborg and 
de Kloet (2016, 207) note that major industry events in Europe are “pro-
moted and widely understood as ‘European’ events” and therefore act as 
mechanisms to harmonize individual game companies across diverse 
European countries under a pan-European cultural singularity. This suits 
the mission of trade associations, policymakers, and employers wishing 
to promote the European Union as a homogenous region of opportun-
ity, but it may also divert time and resources from more regional, more 
organic, less mainstream, and perhaps more inclusive efforts. As Kerr 
(2017) also observes:

Others have attempted to come up with alternative representa-
tional strategies. Virtual and networked communities at various 
scales coexist with the high technology circuits, and in the Euro-
pean context they find expression in a range of events and informal 
meetups that focus on games and play. … These festivals provide 
temporary opportunities for face-to-face meetings and experimen-
tation, but often lack the political power and capital of their high 
technology counterparts. (40)

We will discuss alternative representational groups and informal groups 
in more detail below.

Unions as Agents of Social Regulation

Unions act as representational agents of workers in policy discussions 
with government and quasi-government actors and influence the legis-
lative environment by supporting workers in taking large-scale employ-
ment claims to the state.17 Unions are also political and social actors; they 
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can influence public opinion and values through education and aware-
ness campaigns and direct action (for example, demonstrations and 
rallies). These campaigns have the potential to shape government policy-
making and influence managerial decision-making outside of the local 
context of the legal industrial relations system. This makes the move-
ment to unionize the game industry important for the achievement of 
several objects of citizenship at work.

As discussed in Chapter 7, VgDs are experimenting with old and new 
organizing modes. We argue that the activities of game worker organizers 
are blurring the boundaries between participation in the local regulation 
of work (that is, at the workplace) and participation in the social regula-
tion of work (that is, in society at large). Much of the recent labour action 
being performed by game workers has been inherently broad-spectrum 
and rather dismissive of standard union operating protocols.

Case in point is the industry pressure group gWU, which has set out to 
organize the industry by whatever means necessary, seemingly without 
a care for homogeneity or centralization (see Chapter 7). It has thrown 
its support toward a range of existing unions without partisanship and 
advocates equally for better working conditions within studios (the local 
sphere) and improved conditions for quality of life (the social sphere). For 
instance, in March 2020, the gWU demanded “flexible working hours, 
health care for everyone, sick pay, rent freezes and a more sustainable 
way of making games” (Calvin 2020).

Existing unions are also acting outside their traditional scope and 
mandate regarding game workers and expanding the subjects of cit-
izenship by supporting non-members. The gWU initiated a campaign 
on Coworker.org to fire Activision CEO Bobby Kotick.18 In July 2021 the 
French union Solidaires Informatique announced a class action law-
suit against Ubisoft (see Chapter 8) in which the union would cover all 
legal costs associated with the suit, but not require claimants to be union 
members (Sinclair 2021). Though not a legal union itself, Game Work-
ers Australia supports workers in individual employment claims to their 
employer and the state and directs game developers to join the Profes-
sionals Australia union for additional help and protection.

17. Over recent years in Canada, unions have made successful challenges under the Charter 
of Rights and Freedoms that have fundamentally shaped the interpretation of the freedom 
of association, the right to collective bargaining, and the right to strike (particularly in being 
acknowledged by Supreme Court decisions such as Health Services and Support—Facilities 
Subsector Bargaining Assn. v. British Columbia, 2007 SCC 27 [B.C. Health Services]; Ontario 
(Attorney General) v. Fraser, 2011 SCC 20 [Fraser]; and Saskatchewan Federation of Labour v. 
Saskatchewan, 2015 SCC 4.
18. Coworker.org: www.coworker.org/partnerships/game-workers-unite
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The past few years have been a whirlwind of worker mobilization in 
the VgI that is unlikely to let up (D’Anastasio 2021b). With and without 
the help of established unions, workers are self-organizing into vocal 
and visible groups. These seem more robust than the ad hoc, short-term 
mobilizations described in Chapter 7. Exemplars are the Activision Bliz-
zard King (ABK) Workers Alliance and A Better Ubisoft. These groups 
have leveraged the triggering events of sexual harassment scandals to 
harness worker frustration and consumer solidarity. This is channelled 
into stronger online and offline mobilizations that are successfully influ-
encing the actions of VgI employers and shaping self-defining narratives 
of the industry.

These activist and solidarity groups can provide a logical stepping 
stone to unionization. Indeed, a unionization campaign by CODE-CWA 
is reportedly underway at Activision Blizzard,19 and the ABK Workers 
Alliance created a strike fund to support worker efforts. This is what 
fuelled the QA strike at Raven Software and is represented in their suc-
cessful unionization vote. However, there may be a drawback in worker 
collectives and solidarity groups if they do not move workers toward 
legal unionization. In the enterprise unionism context of North America, 
worker collectives that remain uncertified can deflect from full unioniz-
ation drives, particularly if employers acknowledge their role in govern-
ance and are responsive to worker demands (Braley-Rattai 2014). Such 
a scenario has been postulated at Riot Games, which some felt would be 
an early candidate for unionization due to the worker activism in 2018 
(D’Anastasio 2021b), and could be the situation with Google’s Alpha-
bet Workers Union. Ultimately, uncertified unions have weaker legal 
power, but they do have the potential to achieve very similar outcomes 
to certified unions with the political power delivered through member 
engagement (McAlevey 2020).

Other Actors in the Representation Role

International Game Developers Association (IGDA)

The IgDA engages in a variety of activities that influence the shape of 
the industry and provide a degree of participation and voice. These range 
from fostering networking and professional development, to lobbying 
governments against restrictive age ratings on games and moral panic 
about violent videogames, to advocacy regarding working conditions and 

19. The successful certification of a second QA workers’ union by the CWA (called the Game 
Workers Alliance Albany) at the Albany office of Activision Blizzard was announced in De-
cember 2022.
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equity, diversity, and inclusion. In facilitating events and creating spaces 
for interactions, IgDA regional chapters have been described as “constel-
lations of practice” in which communities of practice can develop, and 
as a “creative middle ground” between established game developers and 
companies, as well as emergent companies (Komulainen and Sotamaa 
2020, 98).

Survey respondents see the IgDA primarily as a place for networking 
and building community, but also as a body that supports professional 
development and engages in some advocacy work (see Table 8.3 in the 
Data Appendix). The networking and community-building role was also 
reflected strongly across our interviews and has been reported in the 
IgDA chapters in Finland (Komulainen and Sotamaa 2020). Many noted 
the events held by the IgDA chapter in their cities:

 I feel like any benefits I derive from association from IgDA are 
ones that I would derive from going to their events. I’ve never ex-
perienced any effects of their involvement in my company as an 
employee, only as an individual. (F-10-22-07-m-g-22-11-13-16-02-PB)

 I think that they’re an important movement. I think that there’s 
value to having them here. … They manage to get good speakers to 
come, and you have so many people from all different studios in 
this environment and everyone’s friendly and it’s cool, and it’s not 
like the spirit of competition—it feels like it’s a pretty close-knit 
industry. (m-10-06-m-B-16-11-13-16-02-PB)

Women and those who identified as transgender or nonbinary gender 
were more likely than men to report on the existence and benefits of the 
IgDA’s networking, community, and professional development func-
tions (see Table 8.4). This likely reflects the IgDA’s institutional focus 
on building community among underrepresented groups and helping 
women developers in their careers. Some of our interviewees recognized 
the role that the IgDA has played—and can increasingly play—in promo-
ting greater demographic diversity in the industry:

 I think that we have a real problem in games and that’s an iden-
tity problem. … Gender diversity, racial diversity, and to some de-
gree age diversity as well is really poor. So you have a lot of White, 
middle-class men between the ages of twenty and forty, and there’s 
very little outside of that. Maybe 10 to 15 percent. So, I’m very keen 
on groups expanding those groups. … So the role that I see that IgDA 
can do is to bring about ways of improving that and improving the 
image that games has to people. (m-23-12-V-T-30-10-2013-14-26)
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One example of the IgDA’s role in social regulation involved Intel, the 
world’s largest semiconductor chip manufacturer, during Gamergate20 
(Weststar and Legault 2019). Those behind Gamergate successfully 
pressured Intel to pull its ads from the Game Developer website after 
Game Developer published a controversial article. Intel was criticized for 
kowtowing to and legitimizing the Gamergate movement, after which 
Intel reinstated its advertisements in a bid not to be seen as complicit. 
Intel also announced a US$300 million fund to improve the diversity 
of the company workforce and support efforts to bring more women into 
the game business (Wingfield 2015). What emerged was an example of 
political leverage and manoeuvring by the IgDA: a partnership with the 
IgDA Foundation to create the IgDA Foundation Intel Scholars pro-
gram, which would provide mentoring and networking opportunities to 
women game developers (IgDA Foundation 2015). 

In engaging in activities that promote the representation, inclusion, 
and belonging of women and other marginalized groups, the IgDA con-
tributes to regulating some social aspects of work. It provides a space for 
participation and voice, directly and indirectly influences the activities 
of some organizations, and contributes to moving the needle regarding 
value systems and norms.

The work of the IgDA is driven largely through its Executive Director, 
SIgs, and local organizers of IgDA chapters. The SIgs are “global com-
munities run by volunteer advocates.”21 The IgDA website lists thirty-
four SIgs, grouped under three categories: advocacy (a focus on social 

Table 8.4 
Perceptions of the role of the igda by gender identity, 2015 (% of respondents)

Networking 
and community

Professional 
development

Advocacy Outreach Don’t 
know

Men 75 42 53 22 17

Women, trans-
gender, and non-
binary gender

84 53 53 24 11

Source: Original Data IgDA DSS 2015
Note: Totals do not add to 100%, as this was a “check all that apply” question

20. As summarized on Wikipedia, “Gamergate has been described as a culture war over cul-
tural diversification, artistic recognition, feminism in video games, social criticism in video 
games, and the social identity of gamers.” It manifested as a misogynistic harassment cam-
paign against women, feminism, and progressivism in game culture and has been linked to 
the alt-right movement. See Blodgett 2020; Quinn 2017.
21. IgDA website, Special Interest Groups: https://igda.org/sigs
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issues), discipline (a focus on elements of game development), and affin-
ity (a focus on making space for developers with similar backgrounds to 
connect). The affinity SIgs include Women in Games, Black in Games, 
Devs with Kids, Latinx in Games, Chinese in Games, and Jewish Game 
Developers. A number of these SIgs, particularly in the advocacy cat-
egory, seek to directly influence the regulatory environment and indus-
try practice. An example is the Anti-Censorship and Social Issues SIg, 
noted earlier.

Some of our respondents also mentioned the work of the Developer 
Credits SIg, which promotes best practices for attributing game credits 
and tracks incidences of poor practice. As outlined in Chapter 6, cred-
iting is important to the careers of VgDs. Our respondents noted the con-
tribution recognition campaign by the IgDA:

 I guess, the credits, they’ve talked about that and making sure that 
everybody gets acknowledged for the contributions that they’ve 
made to the games. (F-18-01-m-E-21-11-13-16-02-PB)

This is another example of the exercise of developers’ voice in the so-
cial regulation of work through a normative influence on organizational 
and industry practice. That said, the standards advocated by the IgDA 
are only put forward as “good practice,” without any coercive power (Tô, 
Legault, and Weststar 2016). Van Roessel and Švelch (2021, 209) note the 
trend of “freemium” games, which eschew game credits altogether, and 
for some roles, such as monetization, to go under-recognized. Overall, 
our respondents were quite pragmatic in considering the power of the 
IgDA to make change in the industry on this issue and others:

 Well, the role that I liked it to be is, first of all, creating the meet-
ups, being a community more or less—a forum for people in the in-
dustry, but also doing things like the crediting standards. Basically 
thinking in terms of a third party, making the industry into some-
thing that’s a sane and humane industry where people are fairly 
compensated and treated fairly. … One of the older elected heads 
of the association has said that in a lot of cases, he couldn’t do very 
much and they can’t really force companies to do anything. They 
can make these crediting standards and then hope that people fol-
low them. (m-11-02-m-U-16-12-13-16-02)

The IgDA has also been active in the “quality of life” space since their 
first survey in 2004 (IgDA 2004; Weststar and Legault 2019). In partner-
ship with us, the IgDA has since administered and reported on seven 
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additional Quality of Life (QoL) and Developer Satisfaction Surveys 
(DSS)—resulting in the data behind much of this book. This data can be 
politically and normatively powerful because it can serve as a source for 
comparison for individual studios and developers, fuel the interest of the 
press, and promote dialogue on key issues. As well, and to varying de-
grees, when stories of poor working conditions make the press, the IgDA 
often issues statements urging better practices. Our interviews showed 
that developers are aware of and grateful for these efforts, but again 
there is doubt about the degree of real change:

 They’re trying to address issues that exist by making recommen-
dations that can’t be enforced, unfortunately. (F-18-01-m-E-21-11-13- 
16-02-PB)

 I think they try to bring awareness to issues like crunch and qual-
ity of life, and all of those kinds of things. I’m not sure how much 
power they have in actually changing things, because they’re not 
the same as a union, but their intentions are good, I guess. (m-10- 
06-m-B-16-11-13-16-02-PB)

In that regard, our quantitative and qualitative data about the effect-
iveness of the IgDA are mixed (see Figure 8.1 in the Data Appendix). 
Table 8.5 shows the 2015 survey data categorized by gender and into a 
racial binary of White/worker of colour. Men and workers of colour were 
slightly more likely than women and White workers to see the IgDA as 
being ineffective. It is likely that the more negative responses among 
workers of colour can be partially explained by the international make- 
up of the respondent sample relative to the incomplete global reach of 
the IgDA. A number of these developers were working in Asian, Afri-
can, and Latin American countries, where the IgDA has a more limited 
presence. The more positive responses among women, and to a lesser ex-
tent workers of colour, can likely be attributed to direct activities by the 
IgDA. The contemporary IgDA is associated with ideological positions 
that support women and demographic diversity in the industry. The data 
suggest that developers from marginalized groups recognize this pos-
ition and the efforts that the IgDA makes in this regard. On the contrary, 
developers and members of the game community who are threatened by 
the IgDA’s stance on diversity feel that the association has strayed from 
its core principles, is a club for so-called insiders, and, at worst, is de- 
stroying the industry.

Turning to the heart of citizenship provision, some developers felt that 
the IgDA was ineffective in defending workers, that it could be doing 
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more, and that its existence has hindered the development of a more ro-
bust representational agent for workers, such as a union. This was cer-
tainly the view put forward by former board member Darius Kazemi 
(2013) in a public resignation (see also Sinclair 2013). Kazemi’s views 
were referenced by some of our interviewees, who outlined the conflicts 
of interest experienced by the IgDA and a perceived cycle of inaction:

 I know that there were some issues recently, that some members 
left the IgDA over how they are told that they can’t make changes 
when they’re on the board. … They’re told … basically, don’t rock 
the boat; they get a lot of their money from their funding from 
games companies, so they’re limited in how they can recommend 
things because those people will withdraw their funding because 
of that. (F-18-01-m-E-21-11-13-16-02-PB)

 The IgDA right now is not questioning current methods and 
how people are being treated. … They’re not a labour association. …  
They don’t take any risks, they don’t question, because question-
ing current corporate sponsors and current relationships they 
have with big game development studios would, in fact, cut their 
funding and resources, and so it’s a vicious cycle where they can’t 
break the status quo, and I would like the IgDA to do more, ques-
tion more. (m-14-02-m-g-07-02-14-16-02)

Some interviewees wished that the IgDA would provide more protection 
and more voice for workers:

Table 8.5  
“How would you rate the overall effectiveness of the igda?” Identity groups 
2015 (% of respondents)

Men Women and 
nonbinary gender

White 
workers

Workers of 
colour

Extremely effective 4 6 4 5

Somewhat effective 26 31 26 25

Neutral 19 19 20 15

Somewhat ineffective 19 13 19 15

Extremely ineffective 14 13 12 25

Don’t know 18 19 19 15

Source: Original Data IgDA DSS 2015



219PartiCiPatiOn in the sOCial regulatiOn OF WOrk

 Maybe, being more active in terms of lobbying towards qual-
ity of life issues, and discouraging a lot of the major studios from 
thinking that it’s a norm, and that it’s expected in terms of crunch 
time, and more industry-wide. I feel like the big publishers and 
the studios, they tend to have all the power when it comes to the 
employer–employee relations, and the employee doesn’t have 
much bargaining power. (m-10-06-m-B-16-11-13-16-02-PB)

But the mission of the IgDA is nothing akin to a union because a 
union must take a clear stance for workers’ interests. The IgDA could 
not bring together both managers and employees, offer protection and 
services to both, and benefit financially from corporate sponsorships and 
partnerships. In fact, in calling for the IgDA to do more, VgDs might be 
misguided. In legal terms what many VgDs actually wish for is a union, 
and some are achieving that goal (Weststar and Legault 2017; see also 
Chapter 7).

The IgDA is held back by organizational capacity and the reliance on 
volunteers. The affiliations and interests of volunteers also greatly shape 
the nature of the SIgs and local chapters—who attends, what they do, 
and the connections to other groups or bodies (Komulainen and Sotamaa 
2020):

 The studies that they’ve done and the recommendations that 
they’ve made, white papers that they’ve put out, I haven’t seen 
many come out recently—I would like to see more recommenda-
tions made, more studies done. It’s unfortunate that it’s all volun-
teer driven, so, you can only do it as long as you’ve got the people 
who are willing to do it, which is hard in our industry with the 
crunch and everything. (F-18-01-m-E-21-11-13-16-02-PB)

 Sometimes I’m really impressed with it and sometimes I’m a 
little less impressed. I think that IgDA international as a whole, 
they’re very organized at handling their different chapters and 
such, but having said that, each chapter has its own head, so de-
pending on who the head of the chapter is, how organized they are, 
how they’re handling… It’s a volunteer position, obviously, they’re 
not getting paid, so how they’re able to handle it on a consistent 
basis can sometimes waver, and that’s not a positive experience. 
(F-01-19-V-B-27-11-13-14-26-PB)

The capacity of the IgDA to be a social actor in employment relations and 
a consistent vehicle for developers to participate in the social regulation 
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of their work is therefore hindered by the organization’s mission and 
operational capacity, its corporate ties, and its institutional structure as a 
401(k) charity rather than a certified sectoral labour union.22

Formalized Issue-Based Groups

Several other groups could be considered actors in shaping the game 
ecosystem and contributing to the social regulation of work through ad-
vocacy and education. We will briefly discuss four: Women in Games 
groups, Big, Take This, and Fair Play Alliance.

Numerous groups work to promote women in the game industry, for 
example: the IgDA Women in Games SIg,23 Women in Games Inter-
national (WIgI),24 and Women in Games (WIg).25 They focus on aware-
ness building, profiling women in the industry, and creating supportive 
spaces for dialogue, mentoring, and professional development. They host 
conferences, festivals, and awards shows, and maintain an active online 
and social media presence. They engage with educational institutions as 
well as corporate studios to spread their message. As such, these groups 
contribute to shaping expectations and norms for representation, par-
ticipation, and equitable treatment. WIgI’s website states that they work 
to “normalize women in the video game industry through increased 
representation.”26

Our interviewees were quite favourable about these groups:

 I definitely believe in Women in Games, I think they need to have 
more of a voice, because I think one of the biggest problems is con-
tent. And it’s not just content, it’s like content who’s making the 
games—it leads into everything. We need more women in games. 
(F-13-13-V-I-15-11-13-14-26)

 The Women in Games Group, yeah. That’s helped a lot in terms 
of just having other women in games to talk to. … That’s been really 

22. That said, at the time of writing, the IgDA was engaging more proactively with unions 
and the notion of unionism. At the 2023 gDC the IgDA sponsored two roundtable discus-
sions on how to end crunch which were facilitated by the IgDA executive director and a 
union organizer from the CWA. Further joint initiatives to educate game workers about 
unions and their rights were also in the planning stages. Such activity supports worker par-
ticipation in the local and social regulation of work.
23. IgDA Women in Games SIg: https://women.igda.org/about
24. Women in Games International: www.getwigi.com/about
25. Women in Games: www.womeningames.org/about-us
26. Women in Games International: www.getwigi.com/about
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great having that networking event and having that group of sup-
port, because it can be tough sometimes. … I think it’s nice to have 
veteran game design women who can give you advice on how to 
progress in your career. Because you talk to a lot of men who are 
game developers, but not enough women. And this organization 
sort of brings them out a little bit more, the fact that you can see 
them more through that organization, which is great. (F-11-23-V-U- 
24-09-13-10-23 Sm)

However, these groups also walk a fine line between responding to the 
workers in the industry and the employers. As they rely heavily on 
corporate sponsorship from game studios, these groups cannot afford 
to alienate studio management. Indeed, it is often a political game, and 
perhaps, more cynically, one of optics. Women and Games groups seek 
to partner with organizations that are “aligned and engaged” with their 
agenda.27 Yet some studios seem to become aligned after they experience 
a corporate scandal. Such is the case with Intel, described above. Simi-
larly, Activision Blizzard made a $1 million donation to WIgI (WIgI 2021) 
after their sexual harassment scandal. Ubisoft is a WIgI sponsor and a 
WIg Corporate Ambassador. Riot Games was recently celebrated as a 
WIg Corporate Ambassador (WIg 2021). The press release focused on the 
significant commitments that Riot was now making to equity, diversity, 
and inclusion, such as an annual Diversity and Inclusion progress report 
(Roseboro 2021).

In the same vein as Women in Games groups, BAmE in Games (now 
called Big) formed in 2016 (BAmE stands for Black, Asian, and minor-
ity ethnic).28 It is a grassroots advocacy group and professional network 
seeking to improve ethnic diversity in the game industry. The group is 
fledgling and has hosted some live and online meetups, launched a com-
munity Discord server, and initiated a Digital Mentorship Program in 
partnership with some UK game studios.

Take This is also a nonprofit seeking to influence the game industry, 
particularly to de-individualize mental health risks and challenges. The 
organization’s mission is to “decrease the stigma, and increase the sup-
port for, mental health in the game enthusiast community and inside 
the game industry.”29 They provide resources, training, and support to 
individuals and game companies, and seek to address “underlying condi-
tions that can create and perpetuate mental health challenges,” including 
workplace cultures and work practices. Take This maintains a relatively 

27. Women in Games: www.womeningames.org/ambassadors/corporate
28. Big (BAmE in Games): https://bameingames.org
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large paid staff of clinical psychologists, social workers, and counsellors, 
and is overseen by a board of directors comprised largely of game indus-
try representatives.

Fair Play Alliance is another example of groups participating in the 
social regulation of work. As stated on their website, Fair Play Alliance 
is “a global coalition of gaming professionals and companies committed 
to developing quality games.”30 By this they mean games that encour-
age healthy player communities and interactions, and a “world where 
games are free of harassment, discrimination, and abuse, and where 
players can express themselves through play.” They claim membership 
from two hundred game companies, including publishers, distributors, 
platforms, and developers, and have an executive steering committee, 
though the names of those on the committee are not mentioned. The 
group has hosted webinars and summits, and produced reports, most 
notably the “Disruption and Harms in Online Gaming Framework” (Fair 
Play Alliance 2020), which is a resource to document and understand 
social and behavioural issues in game play. The goal is for game develop-
ers to self-regulate and apply this knowledge to create healthier player 
experiences and game communities.

Meetups and Informal Groups

Game developers also create informal spaces for support, participation, 
and self-promotion. Such spaces often take the form of recurring or ad 
hoc meetups at local establishments. Sometimes they are free-flowing 
social gatherings and sometimes there is formal programming, such as a 
speaker, a show-and-tell by a featured studio, or an open space to display 
works in progress. These groups come and go, as they are dependent on 
volunteers and the nature of the scene at a certain point in time. Exam-
ples in Canada include Dames Making Games and Torontaru in Toronto, 
the Mont Royal Gaming Society in Montreal (now defunct), and Full 
Indie in Vancouver. There are also groups for certain sub-disciplines or 
game tools. The Meetup website for users of the game development tool 
Unity, for instance, lists 488 groups and 264,131 members.

Many interviewees attended a variety of informal meetups in their re-
gions. Though they enjoy the social side, the drive to attend is one of pro-
fessional networking and learning:

 I find them all pretty relevant. I’ve been to Social Gaming, I’ve 
been to Vancouver Transmedia, I’ve been to WIgI, I’ve been to 

29. Take This: www.takethis.org/about
30. Fair Play Alliance: https://fairplayalliance.org
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Full Indie, and the Unity meetups. … It’s great that so many people 
come out on a monthly basis … but there’s also not really any kind 
of structure to what it is or who it is. … I’ve met people who I can’t 
figure out how they have anything to do with games at all, or it’s 
become so big that you don’t actually get to network and you don’t 
hear the talks, and there’s kind of growing pains, I think, when it 
comes to those meetups. I find WIgI really relevant because there 
are so few women in games, and it’s great to have, like, fifty chicks 
in a room who are all related. That’s really cool. The unity meetups 
are awesome because … it’s really relevant. … You can really draw 
on each other’s knowledge. (F-03-03-V-L-18-11-13-14-26)

 Yes, the Full Indie meetups, which takes place in town and is 
just independent developers getting together and chatting, and it 
provides a really good showcase for independent developers to just 
bring their games and stuff. The Unity meetup … it’s fantastic both 
to network and to see what other people are making and what tool 
is working for them. And even to get collaborators in your project. 
And Women in Games has been, again, it’s good that they’re start-
ing to have a more clear agenda. … It needs more of an agenda to 
actually get more data, help more women, do more seminars on 
how to interview, how to actually negotiate a salary, because that’s 
something that is actively known we can’t do. But yeah, it’s good. 
(F-03-13-V-R-25-11-13-14-26)

Aside from the most obvious hurdle of maintaining a dedicated team 
of organizers, these groups also face challenges in finding the right bal-
ance, in terms of the size of the event, the focus of the event, and the com-
position of attendees. Students see incredible value in opportunities to 
rub shoulders with industry veterans, but too many students can ruin 
the atmosphere for experienced developers who want to talk deep shop, 
gossip, or just let off steam (see Komulainen and Sotamaa 2020). In this 
way, these spaces can be both inclusive and exclusive.

Some developers make their own groups that allow them to be creative 
outside of work, even under prohibitive industry regulations like NCAs. 
One developer who worked in mobile games felt that they were not al-
lowed to work on other mobile games outside of work, so they worked on 
board games instead:

 I do something … every two weeks where a bunch of people that 
are in this industry get together and we start throwing ideas at 
each other for board games and card games. Because we’re all in 
the mobile game industry … and we can’t work on a new mobile 
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game, but we can work on other types of games. … Everybody does 
little things and then we test them up, we play them. That’s basic-
ally all this group is about is trying out and also coming up with 
our own sort of games, and it’s just for fun. (F-01-08-V-I-28-11-13-14- 
26-mSO)

Groups targeted at or created by indie developers seem to be more 
common than any specific groups for AAA developers. Indies are often 
small, sometimes a one-person shop, and work in a freer creative space 
(Ruffino 2021). These developers seek the interaction and sharing made 
possible by a meetup. But indies also face unique business challenges re-
lated to funding and discoverability, and can band together for informal 
and formal support. One of our interviewees described his group:

 We set up a very clear goal of putting together a mobile bun-
dle, but the problem was that there were loads of technical issues 
around that. So, we ended up having meetings and talking about 
how we could benefit one another, so it would come down to things 
like, How do I deal with my tax? How do I do X, Y, Z? … Another 
thing was a lot of the indies worked on their own, so we had social 
events where people could get together and people could be social 
like that. We’d have game jams where we’d actually release apps, 
we’d do issue awareness raising, we’d do cross promotion, there 
was even discussion of companies forming mergers or going out 
together to raise capital. So there were lots of functions they did but 
it was about developers together as a group, an advocate, working 
stronger than they could as individuals. (m-23-12-V-T-30-10-2013- 
14-26)

The list of activities undertaken by this group of self-organized de-
velopers shows the extent to which workers can be active participants 
in crafting their work and work environments, and therefore in both the 
local and the social regulation of work. In identifying common needs that 
flowed from gaps in the existing game industry ecosystem and working 
together to meet those needs, VgDs can subvert dominant industry forms 
and provide new avenues and alternatives. These workers are claiming 
citizenship for themselves. Such engagement takes extraordinary effort 
and collective commitment, but it can be invaluable to game workers 
(see also Browne and Schram 2021; Fisher and Harvey 2013; Keogh 2018; 
Parker, Whitson, and Simon 2018).

Some developers would like to see the mainstream industry give a 
little more support to these innovative spaces:
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 I think it is really important for groups like IgDA, Full Indie, 
WIgI to exist, and I think a little support from the industry as a 
whole would be nice financially for them because I think that they 
do more good than I think a lot of people realize. … All of the local 
independent game studios are offering to sponsor these groups. … I 
think it would be nice if some of the bigger players were interested 
in that sort of stuff. (F-01-19-V-B-27-11-13-14-26-PB)

Keogh (2018, 15) expands the work of Young (2018) to discuss the im-
portance of “everyday gamemakers” as “a broader spectrum of profes-
sional and amateur creators that are establishing their own cultural 
norms and practices to transform the professional infrastructure of the 
video game industry” (see also Keogh 2023). Browne and Schram (2021, 
83–84) similarly argue that independent game developers are at the fore-
front of “ongoing reconfigurations of work and labour,” and that they are 
supported in their efforts to survive and thrive by “cultural intermedi-
aries” such as streamers, reviewers, commentators, people who produce 
and sustain exhibitions, game jams, meetups, support circles, and those 
who operate co-working spaces tailored to indie development. Directors 
of indie-focused co-working spaces have been credited with sustaining 
“centres for pedagogy, networking, outreach, knowledge dissemination 
and resource sharing” (Browne and Schram 2021, 92). Coupled with self- 
organizing hobbyists and amateur and professional game makers, these 
cultural intermediaries are also critical actors in the study of citizenship 
at work among creative, project-based workers because they are creating 
new domains and objects for citizenship and extending citizenship to a 
wider set of subjects than is allowed in the corporate game production 
ecosystem.

Conclusion

In this chapter, we turned to the last of the four objects of citizenship at 
work: the participation in the broader social regulation of work. Under the 
industrial citizenship model, this element was circumscribed to strictly 
work-related issues and gains consisted mostly in having legitimate rep-
resentative unions lobbying the state in support of or in opposition to 
certain laws or regulatory regimes, carrying an industry or employment- 
based legal claim to the state or other relevant social authority, or form-
ing professional bodies to address these topics. Looking at this with 
contemporary eyes, we note that the industrial citizenship framework 
implicated only the actors of the labour movement and constrained the 
regulatory context. 



226 aPPlied analysis

VgDs are early in their unionization project and most remain without a 
union. As such, they do not yet have a collective voice in the public policy 
debates surrounding work-related issues. However, like other contem-
porary workers, VgDs show great interest in taking part in a broader 
spectrum of issues that influence the social regulation of their work. 

They wish to influence work-related issues and industrial and busi-
ness policies, the planning activity of the development of an economic 
sector, and the regulation of the product. These influence a more widely 
defined working activity. Here workers’ claims are not limited to well- 
being and compensation but also cover grounds like the blooming of 
creativity, self-actualization, social responsibility of game creators in por-
traying ethnic groups and genders, and the like. They are workers who 
have been told to commit to their creative work with their whole self, so 
it should not come as a surprise if they wish to be part of their industry 
as whole citizens.

We maintain that VgDs are yet disadvantaged as subjects of citizenship 
in traditional modes of the social regulation of work. They are hindered 
in efforts to influence the state through public awareness and lobbying 
campaigns, and they are also generally excluded from formal spaces of 
self-regulation regarding game content, events, and awards shows. They 
face a highly organized landscape of employer and trade associations 
while worker-based representational agents remain scarce and fledgling.

But we also argue that the activities of game worker organizers are 
blurring the boundaries between participation in the local regulation 
of work and participation in the social regulation of work. Much of the 
recent labour action being performed by game workers has been inher-
ently broad-spectrum and deviates from standard union approaches. 
Actions led by both formal and informal groups in a sustained or an ad 
hoc fashion are working to shape the game ecosystem and contribute 
to the social regulation of work through advocacy and education. They 
spread their wings across studios and gather members across the indus-
try. Consequently, there is a wealth of activity and a growing potential 
for it to coalesce into a meaningful voice. VgDs, everyday game makers, 
cultural intermediaries, emergent and existing unions, formal and in-
formal industry collectives, workers in cognate industries, and the press 
are continually opening spaces for new dialogue and new participatory 
forms. These actors blur the boundaries between the local and social 
regulation of work, and their activities shape the actions of employers 
and regulators.



The Regulation of Working Time Is a 
Citizenship-Free Zone

Labelled as “crunch,” long working hours have become an inescapable 
feature of the VgI. “Crunch” refers to a period of long working hours typ-
ically leading up to a project deliverable or milestone. As these milestones 
are often tied to a funding contract, they represent “make it or break it” 
moments for the project; failure to meet a milestone could result in de-
layed or lost funding, the cancellation of the project, or missed marketing 
and sales opportunities. Crunch is synonymous with, though seemingly 
more innocuous than, the term “death march,” which is used in other 
project-based work environments, particularly software development 
and software engineering. A death march signifies a project that partici-
pants feel is either destined to fail or requires an unsustainable period 
of being overworked, since its “‘project parameters’ exceed the norm by 
at least 50 percent” (Yourdon 2004, 1). Organizational working time re-
gimes that are characterized by extra-long working hours, an expecta-
tion of constant availability, and an unpredictable, high-paced workflow, 
are salient in knowledge work. They are called “extreme working time 
regimes” in the context of the quest for work–life/family balance and 
sustainable work (Costas, Blagoev, and Kärreman 2016; Lee, McCann, 
and Messenger 2007; Perlow 2012; Pfeffer 2017).

The labour issue of working time stands out among others that be-
smirch the image of the VgI and has been the trigger issue for many 
individual and collective acts of resistance (Dyer-Witheford and de Peu-
ter 2006; Peticca-Harris, Weststar, and McKenna 2015; Weststar and 
Legault 2019; see also the news archive at http://gameqol.org). The phe-
nomenon raises important ethical issues because the work of crunch is 
rarely compensated and its true nature—as unlimited, unpaid overtime 
(UUO)—is obfuscated by the semantics of the term and enabling social 
norms. It represents a distinct encroachment on the private life of VgDs 
(Legault and Weststar 2017), and other salaried project-based workers 
(O’Carroll 2015). It has an impact on worker health, the quality of family 

chaPter 9
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life, productivity (through mistakes resulting from fatigue), income, and 
equity.

Building from Chapter 6, the regulation of working time is a striking 
example of arbitrary decision-making processes and lack of recourse. 
However, it is also an issue that can be interrogated across all four objects 
of citizenship (see Table 1.3). This chapter also takes up discussion of the 
protection against this employment risk and participation in the regu-
lation of working time through procedures in the local workplace and 
through social laws. Are there domains of citizenship related to working 
time and are VgDs subjects to these domains? In answering this question 
we see that the issue of working time is an exemplar for the lack of cit-
izenship across the board.

This chapter reviews the trends related to working time in the VgI, 
outlines the relevant legal frameworks for its regulation, and discusses 
the facts and perceptions related to the compensation of overtime work. 
We demonstrate that VgDs have limited citizenship in the regulation of 
working time by outlining how features of the project management re-
gime inexorably dictate the working time regime. 

Measuring the Regular Work Week

Using aggregate data since the IgDA’s first QoL survey in 2004, we ob-
serve a decrease in the number of hours VgDs are working (both in work-
ers’ regular schedule and in crunch) and a decrease in the frequency and 
duration of crunch episodes. Yet, we ultimately conclude that UUO re-
mains a problem among workers in the VgI.

Across the surveys, developers consistently reported that they worked 
more hours than they were contractually stipulated to work (Legault 
and Weststar 2015a). This tendency was also born out in our interviews; 
64 percent worked longer hours on a regular basis. However, we do ob-
serve a general decrease in the extreme ranges of actual hours worked 
(see Figure 9.1). This means that there was an increase in the “standard 
hours” bracket of thirty-five to forty-four hours per week (Eurofound 
2016) between 2004 and 2019, and a decrease in the longer duration 
categories.

There is a lower bound to ideal working time in a full-time employment 
schema. The rise in respondents reporting fewer than thirty-five hours 
per week could signal a rise in part-time, temporary, contract, or other-
wise insufficient or precarious employment. In the DSS data, it could also 
reflect more students simultaneously engaged in part-time paid work or 
game commercialization projects.
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Measuring the Dimensions of Crunch

Crunch is multifaceted. Its measurement requires an accounting of the 
frequency, intensity, and duration of a period of overtime. First, VgDs 
can face repeated episodes of crunch over the course of a particular per-
iod (such as number of times in crunch per year). Second, VgDs can face 
varying intensities of crunch that reflect how many additional hours they 
are required to commit (such as hours per week when in crunch). Third, 
VgDs can be required to sustain a period of crunch over varying durations 
depending on the scope of the perceived deficit of work (such as weeks 
in a row of crunch), which can be aggregated over a given period (such 
as weeks per year in crunch). Though the general practice of crunch is 
decreasing, it persists as an integral feature of game development.

With respect to frequency, we asked VgDs if their jobs involved crunch 
time. In 2019, the majority said “no” (58 percent), but that left 42 percent 
who said “yes.” We subsequently asked those who said “no” whether 
their jobs involved long hours, or periods of extended hours or extended 
overtime, but that they would not term as “crunch.” Of this group, 31 per-
cent said “yes.” Adding these figures brings the total of VgDs who felt 
that extended overtime was a part of their job to 73 percent.
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Actual hours of work per week (2004–19)

Source: Modified from Legault and Weststar 2015a, 11–12; original data from IgDA DSS 2019
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We also asked respondents if they had experienced crunch time in the 
past two years (see Table 9.1 in the Data Appendix). More said “no” in 
2019 than in 2014, and fewer reported “crunching” more than twice in 
the past year. However, this latter group was still more than 30 percent.

In measuring intensity, we see a trend towards fewer respondents 
working more than sixty hours a week while in crunch (see Figure 9.2 
in the Data Appendix). Among our interview respondents, the average 
workweek during crunch was 63.5 hours. This is more than 150 percent 
of the normal working week. Extreme values ranged from forty-eight 
hours as a minimum to 112 hours as a maximum.

Our data for the duration of crunch is more varied. For 2009 and 2014 
we compared the number of weeks spent in crunch (see Figure 9.3 in 
the Data Appendix). The number of VgDs who reported zero weeks in 
crunch was much higher in 2014 than in 2009, and overall, fewer weeks 
were reported in 2014. In 2009, 40 percent of respondents reported work-
ing ten or more weeks of crunch per year. This dropped to 22 percent 
in 2014, but still represents a large group. Despite the net progress, ten 
weeks of crunch amounts to 20 percent of the work year and can chal-
lenge workers’ health and other aspects of life (Alfonso, Fonseca, and 
Pires 2017; Dembe 2009; Gibb, Fergusson, and Horwood 2012; Lee et al. 
2017; O’Reilly and Rosato 2013; Sato, Kuroda, and Owan 2020; Virtanen, 
Ferrie et al. 2011; Virtanen, Heikkilä et al. 2012; Wong, Chan, and Ngan 
2019; Yoon et al. 2018). 

As an additional measure of duration, the 2004, 2009, and 2014 sur-
veys asked how many weeks a period of crunch would last. Again, there 
seems to be a decreasing trend, but many VgDs still face harsh condi-
tions (see Figure 9.4 in the Data Appendix). In 2004, 37 percent of re-
spondents worked in crunch for five or more weeks in a row, compared 
to 30 percent in 2009 and 17 percent in 2014. 

Despite the decrease of crunch as a general practice, the evidence is 
sufficient to suggest that long and unpredictable hours remain a persis-
tent feature of game development. It is an employment risk that remains 
top of mind for many game developers, particularly when combined 
with the issue of payment for overtime (Côté and Harris 2020; Cross 
2018; Glasner 2019; Milner 2018; Semuels 2019).

Compensation for Overtime

It is not only that VgDs are subject to working long hours, often with-
out much notice and sometimes for extended periods. They are also in-
adequately paid for this extra time. Taken together, UUO is the biggest 
problem mentioned by the VgDs we consulted (Legault and Ouellet 
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2012; Legault and Weststar 2015a; Weststar and Legault 2012; Weststar, 
O’Meara, and Legault 2017) and a commonly discussed labour issue in the 
game press (Acton 2010; C. Campbell 2019; Handman 2005; J. Hyman 
2008; Scott 2014; Sheffield 2009; I. Williams 2015). “Unlimited” over-
time refers to the fact that there are no guidelines limiting the number 
of overtime hours a VgD can be expected to put in. As we have seen in 
previous chapters, it is their responsibility to work as much as necessary. 
“Unpaid” overtime means that the employee receives no wages, whether 
at the regular rate or at a premium rate, that match the overtime hours 
worked. It does not mean there will be no form of compensation:

Unpaid overtime is a heterogeneous category, which can take var-
ied forms. The fact that these varied forms are all categorised as 
“unpaid” does not mean that there is no compensation. … Unpaid 
overtime can be associated with different types of compensation, 
ranging from retention of the goodwill of the employer (and there-
fore retention of the job) to more elaborate benefits such as a higher 
base salary and access to accelerated promotion and performance 
bonuses. (I. Campbell 2002b, 146)

Indeed, there are two forms of compensation for UUO typical in the 
VgI. However, both are post hoc to a project. They are subject to discre-
tionary decisions, are never guaranteed, and come with no assurance 
that compensation will be proportional to the number of hours worked, 
since hours are rarely logged or tracked:

•	 Bonuses:	At	the	end	of	a	particular	period,	a	financial	amount	
can be allocated to the project team members based on the 
money made on the game. This is then divided among the 
VgDs, based on their contribution, as estimated by the team 
leads and the producers, and paid out (see Chapter 6).

•	 Time	off:	Leads	or	producers	promise	time	off	as	compensa-
tion, and grant it at the end of the project, based on some cri-
teria in each assessment round. Though sometimes explicit, 
these criteria are still discretionary and often not propor-
tional to the overtime logged. Managers decide the amount 
of time off allowed and when developers will be permitted to 
take it.

We must acknowledge that some (small) studios limit, track, and pay 
overtime. But typically, they pay for overtime hours at the regular rate 
rather than at a premium (legal) rate.
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Table 9.2 summarizes the forms of compensation for overtime work. 
The options are not mutually exclusive, as studios may compensate in 
several ways and respondents were instructed to select all applicable 
options. We see that a consistent and significant share of respondents 
across the fifteen-year period reported receiving no compensation of 
any form. The time off option has remained popular and stable across 
the years and perks (most often in the form of a free dinner) have risen. 
Reports of the bonus option have dropped steadily over the years and the 
number of respondents receiving true paid overtime has stagnated just 
shy of 10 percent.

Table 9.2 
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Do you get extra 
compensation for working beyond normal office hours/stated hours for your job 
(i.e., crunch)?” (2004–19)

2004 2009 2014 2019

No compensation 48 44 28 36

Perks during crunch (i.e., meals) — 18 31 38

Time off 27 18 25 28

Lump sum bonuses 17 5 4 1

Time off and bonuses — 7 3 6

Paid overtime (i.e., time and a half) 2 9 8 9

Company equity (i.e., shares) — — 1 1

Source: Original data IgDA QoL 2004, 2009; DSS 2014, 2019

Table 9.3 
Modes of compensation for crunch time work, Canadian interviews, 2013–14

Modes of compensation % of respondents

No compensation 9

Time off 34

Perks
•	 Dinner	during	crunch
•	 Occasional	gifts	(i.e.,	parties,	sports,	or	show	tickets)

30
28
2

Lump sum bonuses 15

Paid overtime (i.e., time and a half) 12

Time off and bonuses 7

Unclear future benefits/sanctions in the case of refusal 13

Source: Original data interviews with Canadian VgDs, 2013–14
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These findings were echoed in our interviews. Respondents freely of-
fered up a similar list of known forms of compensation (see Table 9.3), 
though paid overtime and lump sum bonuses were more frequently 
reported in this sample. Without any prompting, 13 percent of the re-
spondents mentioned “compensation systems” that dangled the nebu-
lous idea of unspecified future benefits as a reward for present-day 
commitment, or sanctions if the commitment did not make the bar. For 
instance, respondents discussed tales told by senior employees, or the 
lessons they had learned from observation about the impact of crunch 
time on employees’ performance assessment, individual negotiation of 
pay raises, and career progress in the studio and in the trade.

It is common practice in project-based organizations to not pay over-
time work at the regular rate, let alone the premium rate (I. Campbell 
2002b, 2003; Hart and Ma 2008; Mizunoya 2002). The VgI is no excep-
tion. UUO is an unsatisfactory situation, despite some improvement in 
the practice of crunch over the past fifteen years.

Who Regulates Working Time and Its Compensation?

Taking UUO as an employment risk, we examine the broad regulatory 
role of the state and the project management regime that dictates indus-
try and organizational practice and constrains the actions of both manag-
erial and non-managerial developers.

Legal Regulatory Framework Permits Unlimited, Unpaid Overtime

At least in the North American context, the practice of UUO is supported 
by employment law and therefore sanctioned through the social regula-
tion of work carried out by the state.

The term “crunch” may be purposefully used to avoid any association 
with the industrial and bureaucratic notion of overtime common among 
hourly wage earners. While legal frameworks in countries of the North-
ern/Western world usually oblige employers to pay salaried workers at a 
premium rate beyond the normal weekly hours, they often exclude some 
higher categories of workers. The definition of these categories varies, 
but they often include managers and executives, sometimes high tech-
nology workers, and sometimes professionals, most of them being paid 
on a yearly basis rather than by the hour.

For instance, the federal US Fair Labor Standards Act sets a yearly 
salary threshold over which private sector employees do not qualify for 
time-and-a-half pay if they work more than forty hours per week. That 
threshold was increased to US$35,568 per year in 2019, which amounts 
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to US$684 per week. Many skilled computer professionals are exempt 
from overtime pay because they are paid above these rates and because 
they are listed as explicitly exempt due to the nature of their job descrip-
tion (US Department of Labor 2008). US states with high concentrations 
of high-tech workers tend to follow the federal precedent for exemption 
criteria (for example, New York and Texas). California has a more de-
tailed set of laws dealing with computer workers, but they only serve to 
reinforce the exemption of VgDs from overtime laws.1

We see similar exclusions in the Canadian legal system. The province 
of British Columbia states in its Employment Standards Regulation that 
the hours of work provisions of the Act, including those governing meal 
breaks, split shifts, minimum daily pay, and hours free from work each 
week, as well as the overtime and statutory holiday provisions, do not 
apply to “high technology professionals” (including VgDs). Similarly, in 
the province of Ontario, information technology (IT) professionals are 
exempt from the hours of work rules of the Employment Standards 
Act and not entitled to overtime pay, nor other protections. Persons em-
ployed in the recorded visual and audiovisual entertainment production 
industry are covered by overtime pay legislation; however, the Act stipu-
lates that “the industry of producing … video games” is excluded from the 
definition of the recorded visual and audiovisual entertainment produc-
tion industry. 

In Quebec, the legislative provisions state that an employer who ex-
plicitly asks an employee to work overtime must pay for the overtime 
hours.2 These provisions apply to non-managerial VgDs. As a result, the 
existence of overtime is covered up by the industry. Indeed, the cover-up 
starts with the use of the term “crunch time” rather than “overtime” and 
extends to the fact that developers are never actually compelled to put 
in overtime (it is often different for game testers, who are paid accord-
ing to an hourly rate and are often compensated for overtime in Canada). 
Producers explain what needs to be done for the project, hint at the fast- 
coming deadline and the threat of unexpected problems, and, voila, the 
developers decide to stay at work, on their own initiative.

Sometimes managers mention the possible forms of future compen-
sation, discussed above—bonuses and time off in lieu. Few studios keep 
records of overtime hours because any accounting of those hours would 
mean admitting that overtime exists. It could then be challenged as a 

1. Section 515.5 of the California Labour Code and the Order for Professional, Technical, 
Clerical, Mechanical and Similar Occupations; Industrial Welfare Commission 2002; Div-
ision of Labor Standards Enforcement 2015.
2. ARLS, chapter N-1.1, sec. 52–55.



235regulatiOn OF WOrking time is a CitizenshiP-Free zOne

violation of the labour standards laws if it is not paid at a premium rate. 
According to past interviews, some studios go one step further and ask 
developers to sign formal time sheets declaring normal hours, regardless 
of the real number of hours worked (Legault and Ouellet 2012).

Beyond local differences in ways employers resist paying overtime, 
we must note a general trend in lobbying for a deregulation of working 
time that takes various forms throughout different countries and their 
different institutional labour regimes (see Chapter 1). For instance, at 
least three employers succeeded in contesting the application of over-
time compensation in Quebec.3 This created case law that rules out 
the claims to overtime pay by employees who, though not holding any 
management role, are hired under contracts providing yearly compensa-
tion rates. These decisions assert that an agreed hourly rate is required 
for an employee to claim overtime pay based on the Act.4 The increased 
use of action led by employees (such as lawsuits), instead of labour insti-
tutions, represents an important shift towards a civil law approach that 
bears witness to the weakening of social laws and the provision of uni-
versal protection regimes.

In this case the state, through employment law, is the regulator of 
working time and overtime provision; however, policymakers are not 
acting in a vacuum. In the face of deindustrialization and a burgeoning 
low-wage service industry, it is well known that regional governments 
have jumped on the bandwagon of pursuing a “creative city” as a solu-
tion to low employment (Bodirsky 2012; Florida 2002; McRobbie 2016). 
Video game studios promise relatively high paying jobs and employ 
young, educated, and skilled workers. As a result, studios and industry 
associations are a powerful lobby group and have negotiated permissive 
tax and labour regimes (see Chapter 8). Governments have a conflict of 
interest in this regard; they are not likely to institute regulatory policies 
that chase studios away after working so hard to attract them. As exem-
plified by a developer in British Columbia:

 Everyone, I mean we were all painfully aware that the industry 
lobby at the BC government changed tech law so they didn’t have 
to pay overtime. (F-10-12-V-I-04-12-13-14-26-mSO)

3. Two recent decisions have dismissed the complaints of airline pilots (Québec (gouverne-
ment du) (Service aérien gouvernemental) et Syndicat de la fonction publique et parapub-
lique du Québec, 2014 QCCTA 241) and software designers (Commission des normes du 
travail c. Solutions Mindready inc., 2006 QCCQ 11439) to this effect, and there is a class action 
regarding this issue as well (Godin c. Aréna des Canadiens inc., 2019 QCCS 1678).
4. Of course, such jurisprudence could be reversed. The Court of Appeal has authorized the 
class action to follow its course.
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As it stands, VgDs are denied citizenship on this issue, as they have no 
group, association, or union to act as a counterbalance to such an indus-
try lobby.

The very fact that crunch is an option that is supported by labour laws 
in many jurisdictions brings about a certain laziness in management 
practice that perpetuates the practice of relying on crunch. Many de-
velopers do not condone the fact that it has become part of the business 
model in the industry:

 If you’ve built your game properly, and you’re organizing your 
time properly from the beginning, then you shouldn’t be running 
into crunch. It’s the people, too—people are understanding, “we’re 
not doing crunch.” If in your head you say it’s not even an option, 
then you’ll start conforming your studio to not do crunch. But if it’s 
already an option, we get lazy. (m-13-10-T-B-20-01-14-04-11)

Do any VgDs have any regulatory power or influence at this level, or 
is this a domain devoid of citizenship? One option that we have seen is 
for VgDs to leave their employment relationship and enter into labour 
agreements as an independent contractor. This status can allow for con-
siderable bargaining leverage in a fee-for-service relationship, but only if 
the developer is in high demand. Given that independent contractors are 
also cut off from other protective employment standards, some studios 
even prefer this arrangement. It can save them money, despite being re-
quired to compensate for extra hours. All in all, most game developers 
are permanent or temporary employees and therefore subject to the ex-
clusions in their applicable legislation.

We also must recall that perception of unfairness or injustice depends 
on prior information about the issues at stake. Our research suggests that 
VgDs have a limited knowledge of labour laws, and many may not real-
ize that there is a different regulatory path to be had. In 2014, only 24 per-
cent of survey respondents said they knew the labour laws where they 
lived; 57 percent said they had “a little” knowledge. This lack of aware-
ness is not helped by the fact that this is a very mobile workforce, moving 
from one legislative territory to another.

Project Management Constraints Lead to Crunch

The practice of UUO is well known among developers and would-be de-
velopers. Many have been critical of the practice for a long time (IgDA 
2004, 16–18). Though the legal regime has certainly upheld the desires of 
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the industry, what local mechanisms make UUO so seemingly necessary 
and allow it to prevail?

The regime of project management is critical to unpacking this issue, 
as it controls and shapes all aspects of the experience of project work (Le-
gault and Weststar 2017). As outlined in Chapter 3, there is a very high 
degree of uncertainty in the creation of an innovative product or service, 
juxtaposed against a strong requirement to deliver the project in a rela-
tively specified way, by a specified time and for a specified cost. For more 
traditional or classic games, making sure the game is available in line 
with important buying seasons or industry events and conforming to the 
contract of internal or external publisher-clients remains paramount. 
For newer live-service and “freemium” games, public commitments 
made to the player community and their desires for fixes, modifications, 
and new content have taken precedent. The planning of working time is 
one of very few “free” or malleable variables available to producers. They 
use working time as the always available means to adjust to unexpected 
constraints. Very few project contracts have substantial amounts of re-
sources or time, so crunch work is the magic link that guarantees the 
game will ship on time (Bulut 2020a, 119). It is a design feature in the pol-
itics of social relations in game development, what Bulut calls the “un-
equal ludopolitical regime” (Bulut 2020a, 10) “inherited from the media 
industries of earlier decades that has not made much progress in the 
context of digital labour” (Bulut 2020a, 121). Notions like “playbour” and 
“doing what you love” are powerful deceptive narratives (Bulut 2020a, x; 
Tokumitsu 2015).

Though the data suggest an overall decline in crunch work, the call to 
work more hours (for free) remains the preeminent solution for meeting 
scope, deadline, and budget constraints, and it has become deeply rooted 
in the rhythm and norms of game making. The 2009 and 2014 survey 
data allow us to compare the perceived studio practices related to crunch 
time (see Table 9.4). In 2014, if we combine the first two answers, 52 per-
cent reported a company policy that seemed to actively avoid the prac-
tice, but the remainder reported regular engagement with crunch work. 
A portion of this group accepted or, as Côté and Harris (2020) describe, 
even valorized the practice. Furthermore, a large proportion of survey 
respondents felt that crunch work was expected at their workplace as a 
normal part of their job (see Table 9.5 in the Data Appendix).

In 2004, 82 percent of survey respondents expressed significant pres-
sure to have the game ready to ship by a certain fixed date; only 8 percent 
said that their company policy was to ship when the game was ready, 
no matter how long it took. Of these same respondents, 88 percent were 
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very critical of the planning operations and estimates set in the pre-pro-
duction phase. According to one review, unrealistic scheduling has been 
a long-time plague of game development (Politowski et al. 2016). The 
causes of crunch work identified in 2004—inadequate staffing, work or-
ganization problems, schedule planning, change in control policies for 
client orders (IgDA 2004, 18–20)—have not changed greatly over the 
years. In both 2014 and 2019, many VgDs linked crunch work to manage-
ment problems (see Table 9.6 in the Data Appendix). Therefore, fewer 
VgDs perceive crunch work as inherent and unavoidable, as some would 
like to suggest. Having free overtime at hand is an easy solution that 
spares managers the critical examination of their management practices.

Most of the reasons for crunch work are completely out of the control 
of rank-and-file VgDs, who are not represented by a union and have no 
access to joint consultative or decision-making processes (see Chapter 6). 
They lie in the realm of managerial purview. Even then, within a project- 
based environment, frontline and middle managers can themselves feel 
trapped by the commitments and contracts that they have with their 
parent studio, central headquarters, external clients, and, increasingly, 
the customer base. Now that more than 90 percent of videogame con-
soles are connected to the Internet, game studios constantly update and 
refresh their existing games, in part through downloadable live con-
tent that players can access or purchase. With the emergent “games as 
a service” model, “gamers now expect and demand [regular release of 
downloadable live content], which studios can profit handsomely from—
putting yet more pressure on workers for months or even years after a 

Table 9.4 
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “How does your 
company manage crunch time?” (2009–14)

2009 2014

Very rarely in extraordinary circumstances we have to crunch, 
but we do everything we can to avoid it.

37 44

We don’t have crunch time; our schedules allow us to get things 
done without it.

7 8

Crunch is part of our regular schedule, and I don’t agree that it 
should be.

22 24

We crunch often, but we view it as a failure in scheduling. 21 15

Crunch is a part of our regular schedule, and I don’t mind. 4 6

What others call crunch, we call daily work schedules. 9 3

Source: Legault and Weststar 2015a, 15



239regulatiOn OF WOrking time is a CitizenshiP-Free zOne

game’s release date” (Semuels 2019, paragraph 8; Dubois and Weststar 
2021; Weststar and Dubois 2022). The regulation of working time is 
deeply embedded in the existing power structure of the industry and its 
competitive strategies. Some few studios do escape the regular practice 
of crunch work, but they are less focussed on large market sales, and less 
prestigious as well (Semuels 2019).

Some challenges such as “feature creep” (the continual addition of 
new items to a game, beyond an initially agreed upon scope) or creative 
changes driven by external stakeholders can be managed in certain cir-
cumstances. The hardest for a team to deal with are those tied to ele-
ments of a contract or to the ultimate viability of a game. External and 
internal stakeholders can cancel a game if they do not like the direction it 
is taking or if it is not meeting expectations. The same can be said in the 
more contemporary live environment for games that are not meeting the 
desires of the players or for which the subscription base is not growing 
sufficiently.

Anecdotally, this was an issue that came up in the comments to the 
Rockstar Spouse blog posted on the Gamasutra (now Game Developer) 
website about the poor working conditions at Rockstar San Diego in 
2010. A former Rockstar employee wrote:

It goes down to really bad upper management (NY guys) with too 
much money to spend and little idea of what a game development 
cycle is and no backbone on the studio managers, who understand 
that their employees are being abused like hell but don’t have 
the balls to stand up against NY. (comment posted by “Game De-
veloper,” January 15, 2010, Rockstar Spouse 2010)

In the 2004 survey, developers reported how their company controlled 
changes to game design during the production phase (see Table 9.7). Add-
ing features was seen as a big problem for 35 percent of respondents and 
51 percent engaged in the practice routinely. Some studios implement a 
strict change-control policy, or at least try to protect projects from such 
situations by adding restrictive contract language that can buffer the cost 
of these changes. But, in a context of high competition, these restrictive 
demands can be given up on. Only 13 percent of respondents said that 
there were policies in place to protect them against changes that would 
have a direct influence on their working time.

An interview excerpt sheds light on the whimsical nature of changes to 
scope during a project. A team lead described his experience as a power-
less go-between with his development team and multiple managers with 
frequently changing views, likely prompted by meetings with the client:
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 I’ve been caught in a situation in which I was leading a team, I 
was responsible for quality and deadline, I really had to urge my 
team for them to [deliver]. But I had no control at all over quality 
or deadline! That is, the deadline was set by some manager above, 
my boss actually, who could decide that what was due in three 
months now was due in one month because that’s it, that’s all. … 
But besides this, regarding quality, there were directors on a paral-
lel hierarchy, sort of “content directors” who just have to monitor 
quality. They have a veto, they can accept or refuse regardless of 
the timeline. Thus there I was, in an impossible trap because I was 
responsible for something I had no control over, and that is one 
of the reasons why I was looking for another project to work on. 
I was no longer interested to stay there. … It was a bureaucratic 
nightmare wherein different people have promised this and that 
[to the client] and felt tied by [those promises], shovelling problems 
down to me, who was caught with the problems. (translated from 
French) (m-13-01-03-m-U-30-10-13-13-15-19-mSO)

Aside from some exceptions, most of our interview respondents were 
aware and accepting of the fact that uncertainty is inherent to any cre-
ative project. However, they were critical of the general system that 
makes studios negotiate unrealistic contracts with publishers only to 
immediately transfer the burden of such a risk to VgDs, who will ne-
cessarily have to work crunch time to keep the cost and the timeline 
constant. What they attribute to mismanagement is the planned part of 
crunch, the part that can be predicted from the outset because it is based 
on the conditions of the contract. Acknowledging the highly competitive 

Table 9.7 
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “How does your 
company control changes to the game design during production?” (2004)

2004

We often add features when someone on the team comes up with a good 
idea or sees something great in a competing product, but we’re careful not 
to impact the schedule too much.

51

Feature creep is a big problem for us, and it messes up our schedules 
big time.

35

We have a formal change control policy that minimizes changes. 13

We never change anything to the game once production begins. 1

Source: Original data from IgDA QoL 2004
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international market to produce profitable games, respondents described 
the pressure on studios to settle very demanding contracts for very so-
phisticated products. To preserve profitability they rely on understaffed 
teams, whom they overwork. The constraints and risks are transferred 
to VgDs (Legault 2013).

Crunch Becomes Pervasive

Passion for the work is often put forward as a factor in fostering the 
game industry’s culture of crunch (Côté and Harris 2020). As seen in 
Table 9.6 in the Data Appendix, it is even a reason put forward by de-
velopers themselves. However, the alleged “self-driven” propensity to 
work crunch time can be motivated not by altruism and love of the work, 
but by the reputational system of career advancement that is enforced in 
studios across the industry (see Chapter 4).

The VgI is not alone. Consenting to extreme work for fear of margin-
alization or negative career consequences is a plague in the realm of 
knowledge work (Blagoev and Schreyögg 2017; Alvesson 2000; Perlow, 
Mazmanian, and Hansen 2017; Reid 2015). Neither purely voluntary and 
freely agreed to nor completely required and forced, overtime falls under 
the broad category of “voluntary but expected” working hours (I. Camp-
bell 2002b). As UUO becomes more institutionalized, it becomes harder 
to contest:

When unpaid overtime becomes widespread in individual work-
places, occupations or industries, another layer of difficulty is laid 
down. Unpaid overtime can easily appear as just a condition or as-
pect of the job, as part of an implicit contract of employment that 
employees accept when they enter the job. It can be a condition 
that is simply tolerated or perhaps even welcomed as a sign of 
the high status of the job. In such cases, unpaid overtime appears 
institutionalised, as part of a new definition of what is normal or 
expected in the job. Reluctance to undertake unpaid overtime can 
appear as a reprehensible personal fault—as a breach of a contract 
with supervisors and colleagues (I. Campbell 2002b, 128).

Our interviewees often spoke about this pervasive and yet unofficial 
and often invisible system of regulating working time. Many described 
circumstances in which hours were not logged at all, while others de-
scribed a complicated mix of official and unofficial policies for deter-
mining whether overtime hours were mandatory, enforced, validated 
for payment, actually paid, and logged. One noted that even when hours 
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were not counted officially, it was widely known, unofficially, that the 
record of the turnstile that granted access to the building was monitored. 
VgDs discussed the threat of firing or another form of reprisal, all of 
which reinforces the “professional” ethos of the autonomous creative 
worker, or the “honour code” of the trade (see Chapter 4). VgDs who ac-
cept or condone the existence of UUO often use the rhetoric of “duty to 
the project” as a powerful device to justify the needed “flexibility.” They 
appeal to the “sovereign needs” of the project that wipe out the need for 
any direct managerial control or authority. They obey an injunction to 
make the project succeed instead of obeying a boss. VgDs are part of a 
new category of “entrepreneurial professions.” Fatalistic discourse about 
working time is construed around a post-bureaucratic model of “passion” 
for work and on the liberalist rhetoric of free choice: “It’s something 
you accept when you go into it; that’s the kind of choice you’re making,” 
“most game developers wouldn’t put up with the long hours unless they 
really, really love what they’re doing,” “I knew what I was signing up 
for,” and “one can learn how to take crunch times in stride” (Bulut 2020a, 
119–21). This is not much of a domain for citizenship at work.

In understanding the practice of free overtime in the industry, the 
question of crunch time is closely linked to the question of performance 
assessment. If putting in extra hours entails a good assessment, in a 
world of reputations and individual bargaining over working conditions, 
this could help explain the practice (see Chapter 4). Across 2009 to 2019, 
15 to 22 percent of respondents felt that they were judged more by the 
hours they put in than by the quality of their work, and a further 18 to 
22 percent were unsure (see Table 9.8 in the Data Appendix). Across the 
same period, 21 to 31 percent of respondents also agreed that the time 
they spend with family lessened their chances of promotion or advance-
ment (see Table 9.9 in the Data Appendix). This jumps to almost half 
when the neutral responses are included.

Among our interviewees, two-thirds said they were evaluated ac-
cording to the quality of their work, but more than half said that hours 
worked could be a criterion:

 I totally agree [that we are assessed on hours of work], because 
I was already given a bad rating in an evaluation [at a big studio] 
because I hadn’t willingly agreed to do overtime. The dude who did 
my review said, “Yeah, but you know, you’re never keen on doing 
overtime.” I said, “Are you fucking kidding?” … Who the fuck cares 
whether I’m keen or not? At the end of the day, was your fucking 
game tested? Yes. Was it debugged? Yes. Did my maps screw up? 
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No. … They’re definitely going to look at your hours, at your time-
keeping. (m-19-10-m-I-17-7-13-13-10-12-mSO)

 There have been a few times where if I haven’t come in on sev-
eral weekends in a row, I’ll be given a talking-to basically. Not like 
anything formal, just: “Hey, you haven’t come in on this amount 
of weekends. You should come in.” … It’s a very small passive- 
aggressive kind of intimidation. Just demanding more of your 
time when it shouldn’t exactly be expected of you, and that’s kind 
of the Catch-22. … I shouldn’t also feel pressured or obligated to do 
so. (m-07-19-T-B-24-03-14-04-11-JT)

Willingness to do overtime is still a huge factor when it comes to the 
evaluation of an employee’s contribution to a project, but there is no 
rigorous form of timekeeping in any studio that we know of. It depends 
on the producer’s perception, memory, and skills in persuasion when 
discussed in the evaluation committee:

 So, your evaluation [can give you] a pay raise that is [biased by 
the] fact that you helped the people in your team by doing overtime. 
So that’s how they compensate you. It really varies from person to 
person: [you could have] someone who’s really gone all out, who 
put in two hundred hours of overtime, but because his boss is lousy 
[at arguing his case], he’s only going to get fifteen hours of vacation. 
Plus, in his evaluation, he’ll get told, “Yeah, well, you always put 
on a song and dance about doing overtime, so you really need to 
work on that. You got average on your review.” So, it’s pretty well: 
“Fuck you.” Don’t expect to be compensated one for one. (m-02-04- 
m-U-17-10-13-13-19-15-mSO)

We argue that the working time regime is partially regulated by the 
pressures of the industry’s career system. Within that system, the “pas-
sion for games” argument is a powerful mobilizing force (Consalvo 2008; 
Bulut 2020a), yet we suggest that management uses it to their advantage 
as a normative tool and a veil covering a more complex system of re-
wards and punishments (see Chapter 4). In this environment, the need 
for hard regulatory oversight and direct coercive action by management 
diminishes (Burawoy and Wright 1990; Weststar and Dubois 2022). Even 
if more workers become dissatisfied, this can make the practice harder to 
contest because workers cannot readily identify its source—or they are 
implicated in it (Peticca-Harris, Weststar, and McKenna 2015). VgDs are 
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phantom citizens in this case—they feel as though they have some say or 
control, but it is largely an illusion.

Peers as Powerful Actors of Regulation

As much as managers prompt extra work, VgDs are also subjected to 
group norms and symbolic meanings of time that “act as a guide of ap-
propriate behaviours” and do not allow for “free choice” (Rose 2016, 18). 
Managers do not ignore the existence of peer pressure—far from it. But 
arrangements of work time are presented as each individual worker’s 
decision, which allows for punishment of those who do not cooperate in 
the team effort as well as for skirting the law. Refusing to work overtime 
when the rest of the team does is not a negligible fact in game studios 
or project-based organizations in general (Chapter 4). The peer group is 
a key link in the employment network that is essential to a developer’s 
internal and external mobility.

Although the regulation of time by unions seems to be lessening, 
labour laws provide an array of individual rights. Formally, work time 
“is exchanged by the employee for wages” and “constitutes subordinate 
time,” during which the employees must make themselves “available 
to the needs and will of the employer, in contrast with the employees’ 
free time” (Rose 2016, 21). Yet, labour laws are powerless in the face of 
informal collective norms and the law does not acknowledge the blur-
ring of work and non-work time. Moreover, the ensuing links between 
pay and normal time worked, and between pay and overtime work (with 
a premium) are disappearing, along with the frontier separating work-
space and personal space (Rubery et al. 2005; Supiot 2001):

This has become increasingly so in recent decades as the demise 
of collective bargaining, and union power in general, has reduced 
the last vestiges of collective work time—typically that undertaken 
during standard work hours, with extra compensation given for 
work outside of those hours. (Rose 2016, 19)

The collective peer pressure over individual decisions regarding work-
ing time confers a social dimension that is critical in a context of team-
work. The setting of informal group norms among workers can be an act 
of resistance and give a sense of agency over a particular dimension of 
work, but in this case, they act in alignment with managerial design and 
against the rights of the worker. Consistently, there is a growing desire 
and need for predictability of work schedules (Perlow 2012; Rose 2016, 
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21), but there are limited citizenship mechanisms available with which 
to exert that change.

Managerial Discretion Regarding Compensation

As in other creative trades, VgDs have a multilayered compensation 
system, with some components being universal and minimal (wages), 
while others are variable and meritocratic (bonuses, negotiated fees or 
royalties), and dependent on a discretionary process. Developers receive 
a share of the added value generated by their intellectual contribution, 
in alleged proportion to their market value. This system has nothing to 
do with seniority or with any accounting of working time; it generates 
uneven benefits based on arbitrary determinations of merit (Legault and 
D’Amours 2011; D’Amours and Legault 2013). However, it is very diffi-
cult to assess individual merit given the large and highly interdependent 
teams used in game development. As well, in the VgI, the commercial 
success of a game is easier to measure than actual performance at work 
and this becomes an important consideration for merit-based bonuses 
and royalties. Yet, VgDs can put hours of work into a high-quality game 
that turns out to be a commercial flop. Their performance may have 
nothing to do with the failure, but they still will not be paid for the over-
time hours they put in.

The very existence of any compensation for overtime is part of a dis-
cretionary decision process (see Chapter 6) that is never guaranteed, 
nor based on any formal policy or criteria. The regulatory environment 
here is loose and arbitrary (see also Chasserio and Legault 2009, 2010, 
regarding the similar technological services industry). For most VgDs 
we interviewed, the fact of no compensation was an unwritten rule, and 
any variation was ad hoc. It remains unequivocally more of a reward 
or privilege than a form of payment. The vast majority seemed assured 
of at least receiving a free meal and others had become accustomed to 
something more if the crunch was particularly bad—a party or tickets 
to a sports game or a movie. At one interviewee’s studio, the reward for 
crunch and other extraordinary effort was the chance to win a quarterly 
prize—in this case a trip to Las Vegas.

Some interviewees said that it was formally written into their con-
tracts that they would not get paid for overtime and this was explained 
up front in job interviews. Those who opposed such a policy presumably 
did not get the job.

Other interviewees did describe formal overtime policies, but it was 
not the norm in our data. These involved elements such as an approval- 
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granting process for overtime pay, a process for logging and validating 
hours, and/or a clear articulation of when overtime kicked in and which 
rates were being used. Some reported policies whereby studios paid 
overtime at the legal premium rate of 150 percent, but only if the weekly 
hours rose past the legal threshold of forty-four hours, even though the 
normal workweek might be much less (such as 37.5 or 40 hours). The 
result is that developers must work more hours at the regular rate just to 
reach eligibility for overtime, and for many this is not worth it.

Studios generally do have a clear policy for their hourly staff (such as 
quality assurance testers). Hourly workers are not exempt from over-
time legislation and therefore log their hours and receive the premium 
wage rate for overtime.

Beyond the arbitrariness in allocation, promised compensation often 
never materializes (32 percent of respondents said this), often for obscure 
reasons. And VgDs do not usually act to reclaim the promised benefits. 
A few will go to the HR department, but often unsuccessfully. In some 
cases related to small or independent studios, the failure to live up to 
these promises is blamed on the constraints typical of start-ups (such as 
forgoing wages at the start for the promise of a pay-off when the com-
pany makes it big). But we heard just as many cases of established stu-
dios making the same broken promises. Companies can easily claim that 
a game did not make enough money, that tax credits were delayed or not 
forthcoming, or that the studio was just too busy to grant extra time.

As well, many developers are laid off at the end of a project and there-
fore lose access to any previous entitlements:

 They just decided to cut all of the existing employees out of the 
deal and they actually owe us back pay, they owe us vacation time. 
When we were let go, we were given no severance or anything like 
that. They just pull the rug out from under everybody. (F-03-07-V- 
F-12-19-13-14-26-LT)

Given that there are no formal policies or written rules regarding com-
pensation and no sanctions for broken promises, it is easy for manage-
ment to mention future benefits as a way to motivate VgDs to put in more 
hours in the present.

Policies for Compensatory Time Off

Though the survey data above indicated a rise in the use of compensa-
tory time off, some interviewees felt that time off was only used in ser-
ious cases. As one described it, time off was only granted when “people 



247regulatiOn OF WOrking time is a CitizenshiP-Free zOne

who have been doing overtime are seriously burnt out. Like, if they seem 
like they’re on the verge of a nervous breakdown, then they get days 
off” (F-13-19-T-B-29-05-14-05-13-JT). As well, when crunch time is com-
pensated in time off in lieu, workers report the days off are arbitrarily 
granted by managers and there is no tracking system of hours.

Time off in the context of project management is a very complicated 
notion. When promised or agreed on as a form of compensation, it is 
usually assumed that it will be granted at a less busy time, after a mile-
stone or a closing deadline, or between two projects. It would seem quite 
easy to tuck a couple of days in after a milestone is completed. However, 
it is a greater hassle to accommodate many weeks of time off if a crunch 
period has lasted a long time, and in practice there are very few times in 
studios when things are “calmer.” Rather, the studio schedules and work 
processes are so tight that instead of being granted allowances to make 
up for being overworked, VgDs are restricted in their time off. For in-
stance, some have felt pressure to cancel vacations, been denied vacation 
time, or been asked to cancel vacations already scheduled (see Table 9.10 
in the Data Appendix).

It may also be the case that what was promised at one time may have 
been made on the whim of the employer or as an allowance of the mo-
ment and not in accordance with a set policy:

 There were some instances that I was actually very happy with 
what I got. I put in two/three months of crazy amount of hours at 
[a former studio] but then I ended up getting three weeks of paid 
vacation that was really awesome. … But then there’s been other 
cases where I’ve done the exact same thing but I’ve only got two 
days of vacation and obviously you’re not happy when that hap-
pens. (m-14-19-T-g-08-01-14-05-13-JT)

Refusal to Crunch 

It is difficult to actively refuse something that has not been asked of you. 
Whether or not they are actively responding to a legal framework, either 
general labour standards (in Canada) or potential class actions (in the 
United States), during conversations with VgDs employers often prefer 
to refer implicitly to the needs of the project, the problems in the sched-
ule, or the additional work that needs to be done. Or a manager will just 
start taking dinner orders. These approaches place the onus on the em-
ployee, and leave room for what may seem like a decision on their part to 
wilfully stay at work. One team lead we interviewed was frank:
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 Did you have to ask your employees specifically to come in on the 
weekends? 

Yes.

Was that just a normal thing to do?

Eventually.

Did they ever push back or protest?

“I have kids! I never see them! Why are you taking my family time 
away?” “I can’t work. I have a lot of things to do outside of this job!” 
“I am not happy! My marriage is falling apart!” That kind of stuff.

How would you deal with this?

Well, you listen and you make concessions. You can’t force anyone 
to do anything. Eventually, you say: “Look, I’m not coming to your 
house, I’m not picking you up in a car and bringing you here. I 
need you here. This project needs you to do stuff.” You find the best 
story you can, that respects the most people, and try to be objective. 
(m-01-18-V-E-18-10-13-14-26-JL)

However, once the potential for crunch has become clear, VgDs have 
identified several means by which to refuse it. First, if you are in very 
high demand, then you can set conditions. Second, if you are willing to 
accept the consequences, you can make your refusal to work overtime 
clear when negotiating your contract. In doing this, VgDs are aware that 
they will not be promoted as quickly as those who consent to crunch. 
Those who do not consent will eventually be sidetracked—be it a poor 
evaluation, not being considered for promotions or not selected for the 
most interesting projects, being fired or laid off in the case of downsizing, 
or taking the blame of peers for delaying the project or “slacking off.” As 
a result of their decisions not to crunch, VgDs usually end up having to 
limit their career ambitions:

 There is definitely an impact in your advancement within the 
company. Definitely. … Because you’re not seen as being the most 
productive employee. So, I was a senior programmer, I did not 
want to be a lead and… But I had my preferences in terms of what 
I wanted to work on, and I saw, in the last two years that I was 
with the company, I saw that my preferences were not really re-
spected that much anymore, so … I never really felt any pressure, 
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but I did see my career stagnating. … So the pressure came more 
from within because even though I made the conscious decision to 
let my career stagnate a little bit, it weighed on me. It wasn’t easy. 
It was definitely not easy because I wanted to do more. I wanted to 
participate more but I also knew that I couldn’t spend the energy. 
(m-05-14-L-D-22-07-13-10-23-JT)

Third, if you are older and have experience in the industry you are 
better able to evaluate your options and select opportunities that fit your 
needs. There is a generation gap when it comes to willingness to do over-
time. While experienced VgDs have acquired a critical take on how stu-
dios manage overtime, novices are just starting to build their portfolios 
and reputations, and so are willing to work long hours. Refusal is more 
widespread among experienced VgDs and those who have children. 
These VgDs will tend to negotiate up front or to look for studios that have 
a “no crunch” policy. Some have opted for taking on a contractor/freelan-
cer status, so they can save some control over their hours.

Advice shared by a developer on the popular Game Developer website 
shows that negotiating for fair working time is an individual game in 
which developers put in the hard work upfront and hope for reciprocal 
outcomes:

I’ve been blessed to find an employer who creates a work environ-
ment conducive to getting some great games made while holding 
family values high. But with that said, in the past whenever my 
work environment did constantly clash with my personal life, 
I simply had to choose the right strategic moments to be firm and go 
home for the night. That can only be done successfully (that is, with-
out getting fired) if you maintain your work at a high-quality level. 
It’s hard to argue with high quality work combined with a team-
work attitude displayed in good and bad times. Choose your battles 
wisely, then your employer will most likely listen and respect your 
management of your own time. Unfortunately, we don’t live in an 
ideal world, so if the quality of your work is high, you’ve shown 
that you are a team player, but the respect is still not there, then 
continue to do your job to the best of your ability while searching 
for another position (Scott 2014; emphasis ours).

All in all, one-quarter of our interview respondents felt they could re-
fuse to work in crunch time. They either worked in studios that made 
use of crunch but they independently refused, or that had the option to 
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refuse from time to time with a good reason, or they worked in studios 
that had a no-crunch policy. But in general, things are less clear, and re-
spondents did not precisely know the formal or informal rules. Instead, 
they built on what they saw around them and provided anecdotal exam-
ples of the tolerance or retaliation they encountered in studios to justify 
their own positions. The variety in these examples across the interviews 
can help explain the diverse positions held by VgDs on whether crunch 
time can be refused, and points to a Wild West approach to regulating 
the time regime.

Conclusion

Despite some improvements over the past two decades (Legault and 
Weststar 2015a), the long and unpredictable working hours of crunch are 
still seen as “a normal part of doing business.” This can generally suit the 
male workforce in the industry (and in project-managed environments), 
which is generally imbued with a “play hard, work hard” culture (see 
Chapter 2).

In this chapter, we have used working time as an exemplification of 
the lack of citizenship for VgDs. We illustrated how VgDs face risks 
without protection and discretionary decision-making processes without 
any say in their regulation. We demonstrated a marked tendency of em-
ployers in the VgI to manage their operations, including HR, through in-
formal practices or policies. This tendency is built on a certain distrust of 
any formal structures that could lead them into the kind of bureaucratic 
system that they associate with reduced efficiency (that is, flexibility) and 
stunted creativity. In these non-regulated, project-based environments, 
producers have full discretionary power over working time and the com-
pensation of overtime.

Consequently, working time is not an object of citizenship because: 
1) VgDs do not have a say in its attribution or in the application of policies 
(when they exist), 2) they can hardly refuse to cooperate in the team ef-
fort, and 3) most of all, because policies can be bypassed when necessary. 
Peers can exert pressure as much as managers, yet this should not lead 
us to forget the overarching conditions, which are set forward by pub-
lishers and on which every actor depends (see Chapters 2 and 3). Policies 
are protective barriers that could shield VgDs, but their discretionary 
application can prevent this protection. VgDs are not subjects of citizen-
ship, even if some studios offer more formal processes, some producers 
care not to impose crunch time, or some privileged workers can enjoy 
some leeway. In the end, as we said in Chapter 6, such an obligation-free 
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zone could hardly be a domain of citizenship in the absence of objects 
and subjects, and because of the mobility that makes VgDs face sporadic 
citizenship. On top of this, there can be no domain of citizenship where 
the legal regulatory regime exempts VgDs (among tech professionals) 
from paid overtime at the outset.

Historically, working time has been regulated and hours curtailed for 
health, security, and ethical reasons. Long hours of work are not sus-
tainable. Yet the VgI has been successful in lobbying for the inclusion 
of VgDs in the list of those workers exempt from overtime laws. Gov-
ernments find themselves overseeing an uncomfortable contradiction, 
ruling out overtime work through legislation on the one hand, and sub-
sidizing the VgI through tax credits or other indirect means on the other 
(see Chapter 8). In this quest for hosting high-tech industries, govern-
ments are led to condone the very practices that they try to eradicate.

These workers have an uphill battle in terms of their struggle to 
gain a say in both the local (that is, at the workplace) and the social 
(that is, through the legal regime) regulation of their working time and 
compensation.





Second-Class Citizens in the Vgi

In previous chapters, we have discussed the objects and domain of cit-
izenship as defined in the four important gains that allow the exercise 
of citizenship at work (see Table 1.3). Until now, we have only generally 
highlighted some conditions that favour groups of workers in making 
them subjects of some aspects citizenship but that keep others from ac-
cessing these same aspects. Given that three-quarters of VgDs are White 
men under thirty-five without children, it can be argued that “white mas-
culinity is the elephant in the room for the industry’s dominant demo-
graphics” (Bulut 2020a, 45). In the contemporary context, this issue of 
subjects is paramount. In Chapter 4, we assessed the socio-demographic 
characteristics like gender and ethnicity that can influence the conferral 
of citizenship status. In this we continue on, and frame the lack of divers-
ity, inclusion, and belonging in the industry as another exemplary case 
of a lack of citizenship.

Theoretical work on the issue of gender in the VgI took time to emerge, 
notably through the work of Cassell and Jenkins (1998):

Work on gender and video game play is relatively scarce before the 
publication of Justine Cassell and Henry Jenkins’s (1998) edited 
collection From Barbie to Mortal Kombat. Prior to that, most of the 
research … had been confined to … the technological dimension of 
games, situating computer games as part of the larger domain of 
“gender and technology” studies. … Cassell and Jenkins theorized, 
and others have since (AAUW 2000), that perhaps one entry point 
for girls and women into the world of computing might be gen-
erated … through the development of skill and interest in playing 
video games. (Jenson and de Castell 2010a, 55)

Besides this interest in women’s access to science and technology ca-
reers, investors also wanted to develop untapped markets:

what this concern materially and theoretically produced were ac-
counts of gender and gameplay in terms of attitudes toward and 

chaPter 10
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preferences for certain types of games, as well as documentation 
of who was playing games and how often. (Jenson and de Castell 
2010a, 55)

While the industry has been able to dodge and delegitimize individual-
ized experiences as anecdotes, three high-profile events plus a growing 
list of industry scandals are harder to brush off. The first event occurred 
in 2012, when feminist media critic Anita Sarkeesian announced a Kick-
starter campaign to fund a video series critically examining the common 
tropes used in the depiction of women in videogames (Sarkeesian 2013). 
The initiative gained considerable attention, both positive and nega-
tive. While it raised over twenty-five times the original funding request, 
Sarkeesian became the target of a vicious and prolonged misogynistic 
campaign of online abuse. She is now a key spokesperson on sexism 
and misogyny in games and the game community, as well as online 
harassment.

The second event occurred on Twitter in late 2012. Game designer Luke 
Crane tweeted, “Why are there so few lady game creators?” and mostly 
women VgDs replied with a deluge of accounts of sexist and inequitable 
treatment under the hashtag #1ReasonWhy. In response, prominent 
women VgDs began using the hashtag #1ReasonToBe to celebrate the 
positive reasons why they worked in games. The 2013 Game Develop-
ers Conference (gDC) held a high-profile and well-attended session on 
the topic. #1ReasonToBe has become a standing session in the Advocacy 
Track of the gDC and has expanded beyond the topic of gender. In 2017, 
the session spotlighted the importance of geographical diversity and fea-
tured six speakers from emerging regions:

 I feel like you look at some of the Game Developers Conferences 
and where what used to be the special interest group panel, you 
know, on 8 am on the Friday, had some people talking about it. 
Now it’s centre stage and it’s really being talked about a lot more. 
There is an interesting microtalk at this year’s gDC. A fellow had 
gone up and said: “Okay, at gDC this year, here are the five dif-
ferent people in game development I’ve been mistaken for, and a 
waiter”—just on the basis that they all had particular ethnic traits 
in common. … [But] I don’t have a lot more to go on other than just 
seeing the conversation evolving over the last few years. (m-04-07- 
T-U-22-04-14-05-13-JT)

However, after this same 2013 gDC, Darius Kazemi (then an elected 
member of the IgDA board) and influential game developer Brenda 
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Romero (then co-chair of the IgDA’s Women in Games SIg) left their 
positions. They were disheartened in the wake of a sexism controversy 
following the IgDA co-sponsored YetiZen party that featured women 
dancers in skimpy attire and topless models (Chalk 2013). Reports sug-
gest a slight improvement at gDC conferences since the organization 
took actions and adopted a code of conduct.1

The third event was Gamergate. In 2014 developer Zoë Quinn was 
negatively portrayed in a blog post. Quinn immediately became the tar-
get of online abuse and harassment, and was accused of entering into 
a relationship with a journalist to garner favourable reviews for their 
videogame (Quinn 2017). Quinn’s accusers coalesced under the moniker 
“Gamergate” and professed a desire for higher journalistic standards 
and ethics in videogame media. However, Gamergate was quickly as-
sociated with sexism and misogyny in the game community due to the 
nature of abuse and harassment directed at Quinn and other prominent 
women and nonbinary VgDs, journalists, and media critics (including 
Sarkeesian). Vitriolic hate speech and threats became a defining feature 
of Gamergate and the locus from which emerged a subsequent debate 
about gender equality and inclusion in the industry and in game content: 

The response to such criticism has been extreme at times—a phe-
nomenon Consalvo (2012) refers to as “toxic gamer culture.” In par-
ticular, feminist video game critics have faced massive backlash 
in the course of the recent “#GamerGate” debate. … At the heart 
of this conflict is the alleged divide between a White, young, male 
community of hard-core gamers and the criticism of the gamer 
community by perceived feminist interlopers. (Paaßen, Morgen-
roth, and Stratemeyer 2017, 421–22)

With respect to industry scandals, Riot Games faced legal action in 
2019 for alleged sexual harassment and discrimination, which the stu-
dio settled with a US$10 million out-of-court agreement (Dean 2019). In 
2020, the major publisher Ubisoft faced allegations of sexual misconduct 
and discrimination that led to the removal of senior men and a complaint 
of institutional harassment filed in a French court (Gach 2021). In 2021 
Activision Blizzard, another major publisher, was sued for the same by 
the State of California Department of Fair Employment and Housing 
(D’Anastasio 2021a) and the US Equal Employment Opportunity Com-
mission (K. Paul 2022), which led to a suit by shareholders through the 

1. gDC Diversity and Inclusion: https://gdconf.com/diversity-inclusion; gDC Code of Con-
duct: https://gdconf.com/code-of-conduct.
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US Securities Exchange Commission for improper handling of issues 
of workplace misconduct (Parvini 2023; see also Chapter 7). Now in this 
fourth wave of feminism, where does the industry stand with respect to 
diversity,2 equity, and inclusion in the workplace?

Attempts to deal with the issue of ethnic diversity are not as well or-
ganized. Gamers wishing for games to echo their reality and culture are 
somewhat organized, but groups or associations of would-be developers 
from the targeted audience are fledgling, with limited lobbying for their 
claims to be heard (see Chapter 8). Despite some inroads, many people are 
excluded from subject status within a mostly White and male territory.

We have collected rich survey and interview material on diversity that 
covers a broad scope, from experiences to causes and solutions. We are 
unable to do justice to this wealth of material and fully map the multiple 
issues within the scope of this chapter. However, we have attempted to 
extract the key points from our data and synthesize them using a handy 
operational framework of diversity, inclusivity, and belonging (DIB) 
aimed precisely at understanding and attaining diversity in the video-
game development environment.

A Framework of Diversity, Inclusivity, and Belonging

To help synthesize our data in the categories of DIB—a challenging pro-
cess—we have adopted a framework from Westecott et al. (2019) (see 
Figure 10.1). They accounted for the existing literature and produced a 
model for analyzing the game development environment. It is a practical 
instrument favouring comparative work. DIB is an evolving concept that 
can account for individual experience as well as group or social experi-
ence (Westecott et al. 2019, 7). Note that we employ this as an organizing 
framework for our wealth of data rather than as a theoretical framework. 
Even so, we do not present this as the singular, or only, framework from 
which to investigate diversity and equity. There is now a deep literature 
on this theme generally and in the VgI particularly that informs and 
underlies our interpretations in this chapter, but which we do not have 
the space to review. Our preference here has been to foreground our data 
and the narratives of VgDs on this subject.

DIB focuses on visible actions with a long-term perspective. Diversity is 
the objective or outcome of DIB; it is a state of things in a studio in which 
the social groups of the wider environment are represented. We can 

2. As much as possible we will adopt a broad perspective on diversity, not limited to gender 
but considering additional sources of “otherness,” such as ethnicity, disability, sexual iden-
tity, and occupational status. However, the effect of many socio-demographic characteristics 
on participation in the workforce is far less statistically documented than that of gender, and 
often the numbers in our industry surveys are too small to generalize.
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Belonging is an  
individual perception

Inclusion is action

Diversity is an  
outcome and a state  

of things

Figure 10.1
Mapping Diversity, Inclusivity, and Belonging (dib) in the Game Industry

•	 Promoting	diversity	among	
decision-makers

•	 Sustaining	transparency	in	
decision-making 

•	 Embracing	difference	
•	 Bringing	in	diverse	people	and	

experiences
•	 Fostering	their	belonging	by	

deliberate actions

•	 Feeling	able	to	speak	freely,	voice	
dissent, or advocate ideas 

•	 Contributions	from	all	members	are	
heard, valued, and integrated

•	 A	wide	range	of	gamers	could	relate	
to the situations, characteristics, and 
avatars of the game without feeling 
stereotyped or demeaned

•	 A	wide	array	of	people	with	 
different skills and expertise

•	 Perspectives	of	people	with	 
various backgrounds,  
cultures, and ways of being 
acknowledged and considered  
as a powerful force

Source: Adapted from Westecott et al. 2019, 6–8
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measure diversity by statistics and figures, comparisons over time and 
space, and surveys on perceptions.

Inclusion is an endeavour to reach diversity that we can measure by 
actions aimed at attracting and retaining a diverse workforce. Indeed, 
once a diverse group has been established, it cannot stand on its own 
without nurturing and care. Sustainable processes are required to pro-
vide an inclusive environment, establish welcoming structures and poli-
cies, and monitor cultural practices and behaviours. Inclusive practices 
boil down to action, leading to diversity as an end result and hopefully to 
belonging.

Belonging is a perception of diversity, the experience and outcome of 
well-functioning inclusive practices. When people feel as though they 
belong, they are secure, feel loyal, and take care of their organization’s 
health. You can have belonging without diversity in a uniform group; 
this is easier to maintain than in a diverse group. Keeping statistics on 
diversity is essential to support a process to diversify the labour force, 
and can be used to document any relevant legal compliance. Yet without 
cultural shifts and changes in mindset, people do not experience belong-
ing. The outcome is mere differentiation that results in the ghettoization 
of groups into specific roles (Westecott et al. 2019, 8–14). Belonging is an 
experience that we can only measure by surveys on perception and ac-
counts of experiences (Westecott et al. 2019, 7–8).

In Chapter 4, we made the case that there is very limited diversity in 
the contemporary VgI. On these grounds alone, we would argue that 
many workers in the VgI are not subjects of citizenship and are second-
class citizens. To understand the lack of diversity in the VgI better, we 
will position the challenges identified through our survey and interview 
respondents using the DIB framework (see Figure 10.1) to determine what 
is being poorly done or not done at all in terms of inclusion, and what is 
not being felt in terms of belonging. Much occurs at the level of the work-
place and therefore implicates recourses against arbitrary treatment and 
participation in the local regulation of work as objects of citizenship at 
work. Some elements of DIB are broader and implicate social laws and 
the social regulation of work.

Inclusion: What Is Poorly Done and What Is Not Done That 
Could Be Done

“What Do the Bosses Do?” HR Policies and Programs

Local workplace policies and programs that support diverse recruitment, 
neutrality in processes, and so on, are a common way to facilitate a more 



259seCOnd-Class Citizens in the Vgi

diverse workforce and equitable environments. Yet for these to operate, 
they must be public, enforced, and supported by management.

In 2015, over one-fifth of our survey respondents did not know whether 
there was any internal policy to reduce discrimination in their work-
place (see Table 10.1 in the Data Appendix) and one-third had no know-
ledge of whether their company offered any program to encourage more 
diverse job applicants (see Table 10.2 in the Data Appendix). This ignor-
ance was only slightly lower among the 2019 respondents. In each year, 
about one-tenth of the sample said that their company did not have any 
diversity-related policies and over one-third reported that their company 
did not have any diversity programs. The most common policies were 
those regarding non-discrimination (70 percent), anti-sexual harassment 
(62 percent), and equal opportunity hiring (59 percent). These policies are 
proliferating under the enforcement of fundamental human rights in the 
application of labour laws and offer a form of passive citizenship. 

In some countries, like Canada, organizations of a certain size are re-
quired to implement such policies, and this can influence our results. 
However, specific, targeted, enforced, and publicized programs to ad-
dress problems in the industry were sparse. For instance, we saw little 
evidence of programs supporting flextime and telework, early childcare, 
equal pay, and pay transparency; measures to address gender stereotyp-
ing; or initiatives to recruit, attract, and retain diverse talent. In general, 
compensation policies put a premium on full-time work and physical 
presence, if not formally then informally (Ciminelli, Schwellnus, and 
Stadler 2021, 8), though issues regarding flextime and telework may 
have benefitted from measures taken during the COVID-19 pandemic. In 
fact, even more than full-time work, the VgI is the land of crunch time, 
which we will address in the next section as an example of the lack of 
inclusive policies.

Regarding harassment, some of our respondents appreciated big stu-
dios with a large HR department because they offered procedures, re-
course, and ways to solve claims regarding sexism and harassment:

 With a larger studio, I found that people could be disciplined and 
spoken to and kind of taken in hand. I felt at one point I had a per-
sonal issue. The gentleman who I was working with on my very 
first project, he was mentoring me, but in a manner like… he had a 
daughter at home, and I felt that I was constantly being talked down 
to as though I was a toddler. It was a weird, quirky kind of problem, 
and it was frustrating after about a month of that. And I couldn’t 
resolve it on my own without perhaps getting too aggressive in the 
situation, so I spoke to one of my supervisors, we discussed it, I 
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voiced my concerns, and he brought it to his attention, in a nice, 
mature, mediated fashion. A lot of the time, as a female, in these 
settings, I feel like I have to be very careful about what I do say, for 
fear of appearing too emotional, or unsocial. You’re either the bitch 
who can’t take a joke, or you’re the overemotional, “here’s a tissue, 
maybe you’re not really ready to work here” kind of thing. It’s a 
balance and I’d prefer not to be perceived as either. I’d rather let 
it be, let the small stuff go, if I can let it go, and otherwise, let’s just 
discuss this and get it handled. I’d say the biggest pro to working at 
a bigger studio is knowing that there is an HR that can be consulted 
if something was a huge issue. (F-11-07-m-S-24-11-13-16-02-PB)

HR departments can deal with individual situations, but in the VgI 
these cases seem to radically challenge HR offices. In the context of the 
sexism and discrimination being denounced in their Toronto and Mont-
real studios, Ubisoft’s HR system was “compared to a wall against which 
abuse allegations have been crashing for years” and a system that “al-
legedly perpetuated toxic behaviours” (Dealessandri 2020; Gach 2021). 
Workers raised problems with the company’s workplace harassment 
code of conduct, and the global head of HR resigned amidst the scandal 
(Blain 2020). The head of HR also stepped down at Activision Blizzard fol-
lowing accusations of protecting workplace aggressors and discounting 
victims (Ballestrasse 2021; Farokhmanesh 2021). There were also issues 
with the dispute resolution approach at Riot Games, where management 
pushed for individual arbitration to get around the class action lawsuit 
on gender discrimination (Dealessandri 2021). Activision Blizzard also 
used to include mandatory arbitration clauses in all employee contracts, 
but these have been contested as “intimidation and coercive tactics” in-
tended to bypass open discussions about pay discrepancy on a collective 
scale (Parrish 2021a). The California Department of Fair Employment 
and Housing alleged pervasive gender discrimination at the publisher in 
a July 2021 lawsuit (Sinclair 2022). Mounting turmoil in the press led Ac-
tivision Blizzard to retreat and implement “a zero-tolerance” harassment 
policy and waive forced arbitration in sexual harassment and discrimin-
ation claims (Parrish 2021b).

Even though some HR policies might address some structural inequal-
ities, other policies can exacerbate problems. Such is the case of pay- 
for-performance compensation practices among senior executives. As 
revealed at Activision Blizzard, these practices incentivized the CEO to 
focus on the company’s (skyrocketing) market capitalization, often to 
the detriment of the job security, compensation, and well being of rank-
and-file developers (Yin-Poole 2021). In the face of multiple sexual ha-
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rassment and discrimination lawsuits, the board of directors imposed 
a significant pay cut on the CEO (who had a billion dollar net worth) 
“until … certain diversity, equity, and inclusion goals are met” (Parrish 
2021b). Yet, many market-based incentives remain (Yin-Poole 2021).

Moreover, policies or programs that are not clearly enforced are merely 
wishful thinking leading to poor outcomes. We have attempted to learn 
more by surveying respondents about their perceptions.

Do Policies Work? Perceptions and Facts

Adopting formal policies is one thing, but making them known and use-
ful to targeted groups is better. Studios have struggled to change the per-
ception of equal treatment, equal opportunity, and equity (see Table 10.3). 
In 2015, many respondents felt that their studio “pursues diverse candi-
dates” and “supports diversity,” but they also felt that hiring diverse can-
didates was challenging. Respondents felt that their studio looked first 
and foremost for “qualified applicants,” with the resulting demographic 
distribution we have seen in Chapter 4. This was different in 2019, when 
fewer respondents thought that the focus was on “qualified applicants” 
without regard for diversity.

In 2019, a growing share of respondents believed that the industry 
was more diverse than two years previously (56 percent; see Table 10.3). 
However, only a small minority were convinced that there was equal 
opportunity and treatment for all in the VgI (19 percent; see Table 10.3). 
The progress is very slow.

Deeper analysis revealed differences by gender and ethnicity. In 2015, 
69 percent of women reported that there was not equal treatment and 
opportunity. This was 23 percentage points higher than among men. 
Many White workers agreed that “obtaining diverse applicants is chal-
lenging” (51 percent), while fewer workers of colour agreed (35 percent).

In 2019, 77 percent of women reported that there was not equal treat-
ment and opportunity—19 percentage points higher than among men. 
However, women were more likely (62 percent) than men (57 percent) to 
believe that the industry was more diverse than it was before. Workers of 
colour were also likely to state that the industry was more diverse (60 per-
cent), while White workers were slightly less in agreement (56 percent). 
Still, more White workers (52 percent) than workers of colour (32 per-
cent) agreed that “obtaining diverse applicants is challenging.” Interest-
ingly, women (62 percent) and workers of colour (57 percent) were more 
likely to think that their studio pursued diverse candidates.

The conviction that affirmative action in employment policy acts as 
a countervailing force to meritocracy and the “search for excellence” 
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has waned, become muddied, and lost political force since the 1970s 
and 1980s. Indeed, a common present-day understanding of affirmative 
action policies in hiring tends to overlook the very important fact that 
these policies recommend hiring a member of a minority group when “at 
equal competence” or “if the qualifications of candidates are equal,” until 
a pre-set target proportion of employees is reached. While many of our 
respondents believed in the asserted neutrality of the recruitment and 
selection process, a better understanding of systemic discrimination in 
the ongoing process seems to be making inroads.

One important area of increased awareness is pay inequity. We have 
collected respondents’ perceptions and we can also review the facts about 
compensation according to gender and ethnicity. Employers’ HRm poli-
cies reveal intentions about equity, but their actions disclose even more. 
It is unfortunate that data on game development salaries remain scarce, 
as this does not facilitate the ability of VgDs to negotiate a fair deal for 
themselves. Some data are collected piecemeal by various industry or 
advocacy groups or collated on career websites from voluntarily contrib-
uted salary data. Gamasutra (now Game Developer) used to produce a sal-
ary survey, which was a key reference in the trade. In recent years, the 
Skillsearch survey has addressed this gap.

According to Skillsearch (2021), the average mid-career salary was 
US$61,092 across Europe, the United States, and Canada (converted 
from the British pound using January 31, 2021, rates). It was highest in 
the United States (US$81,043) and lowest in Eastern Europe (US$33,784). 
However, a gender analysis revealed discrepancies. Considering all ca-
reer levels, the average salary for men across these regions was close to 
the mean average salary (US$61,674), while for women it was US$56,192. 

Table 10.3 
Vgds’ agreement with statements about diversity (% of respondents), 2015–19

Agree/strongly agree 2015 2019

My company/studio pursues diverse candidates. 51 54

My company/studio supports diversity initiatives. 45 57

Obtaining diverse applicants is challenging. 46 51

My company/studio does not consider diversity; they only look 
for qualified applicants.

53 35

The industry is more diverse than two years ago. 37 56

There is equal treatment and opportunity for all in the game 
industry.

31 19

Source: Original data from the IgDA DSS 2015, 2019
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In the United States, men’s average salary was US$110,397, while wo-
men’s was US$97,684. The gender pay gap is reportedly widening in the 
UK game industry (H. Taylor 2019). Already alarming, these average 
figures can conceal large gaps between trades segregated by gender (see 
Chapter 4).

Controlling for job tenure and occupational role, our data also show 
gender discrepancies. These emerge at the lowest and highest income 
brackets (see Figures 10.2 and 10.3 in the Data Appendix), where women 
were markedly absent. Women tended to cluster around the middle-in-
come brackets. Women VgDs are aware of these gaps and expressed 
their desire for change:

 What about the industry would make you feel compelled to leave?

… If I was still experiencing a huge wage gap against my male 
counterparts everywhere, that would be enough to do it. (F-11-07- 
m-S-24-11-13-16-02-PB)

In this, the VgI fits with broader trends. According to a trans-European 
OECD study (Ciminelli, Schwellnus, and Stadler 2021, 20), there remains 
an average gap of around 15 percent in hourly earnings between simi-
larly qualified men and women of all sectors across twenty-five countries 
and despite changes in social norms and policies.3

We also observed a wage discrepancy according to ethnicity (see Fig-
ures 10.4 and 10.5 in the Data Appendix). In both 2015 and 2019, work-
ers of colour were disproportionately represented at the lowest income 
levels relative to White respondents. The compensation for both groups 
was more evenly matched in the mid-range earning brackets, but more 
White workers reported earning over US$75,000 than workers of colour.

Systemic pay gaps are closely related to the issue of citizenship at 
work. Equity is one of the three core principles in the reconciliation of 
property and labour rights, alongside efficiency and voice (see Chapter 1). 
In the VgI, pay level is an object of HRm discretionary decision-making 
(see Chapter 6), not subjected to any compulsory internal norm, nor to 

3. On average across countries, approximately 40 percent of the gender wage gap precedes 
the birth of a first child and is therefore independent of this factor. It is rather bluntly imput-
able to social norms regarding the value of work according to gender and is called the “sticky 
floor” phenomenon. The remaining 60 percent occurs around the date of childbirth and is 
called the “motherhood penalty”: the gender wage gap (or compensating differential) due to 
childbirth, pay interruption due to absence from work, lowered pay, and slower advance-
ment due to part-time work and slowed skill accumulation (Ciminelli, Schwellnus, and 
Stad ler 2021, 3; Ferrant, Pesando, and Nowacka 2014). Both could in fact be said to constitute 
a barrier to women’s upward advancement, often referred to as the “glass ceiling.”
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any employee scrutiny. This is important because pay equity policies 
achieve far greater success and satisfaction in large bureaucratic organ-
izations and/or unionized workplaces than in those in which the oper-
ation is management-led. This is due to the importance of employee 
participation and appropriation of data and process (Chicha 2006). A dis-
cretionary process relies on a unilateral job evaluation that is piecemeal, 
personal, and subject to ambient cultural biases of the dominant popu-
lation, which is White and masculine, as well as to project constraints. 
Unobtrusive HRm policies are a very poor buffer against discrimination 
and an unsatisfactory guarantee of fair procedure.

Simply sharing pay data and having to make decisions in an open, 
multilateral process leads to more and bigger pay adjustments, but 
through our framework of citizenship at work, any management-led 
pay equity operation is still equity without voice in the local regulation 
of work. Yet, equitable treatment (equity) and employee participation 
(voice) can reinforce efficiency in “reducing turnover, increasing com-
mitment and harnessing workers’ ideas for improving productivity and 
quality” (see Chapter 1). Despite the short-term cost of instituting and 
balancing equity, efficiency, and voice, workplace governance absent 
any of these three elements could be a time bomb. This is because know-
ledge workers are increasingly demanding democracy at work and the 
right to participate and consult for the sake of dignity, respect, justice, 
and fairness. So far, pay equity operations remain the “blind spot” of 
project-based environments. However, there lie the grounds for percep-
tions of unfair evaluation and compensation among some groups.

For instance, communication is part and parcel of project-based la-
bour. In the necessary daily interactions of teamwork within a rapidly 
changing and often contested creative environment, VgDs draw upon 
their relational and social skills (see Chapter 2), as well as their technical 
abilities. This is frequently a matter of sharing knowledge and respons-
ibility rather than of exerting power. Woodfield (2002) showed that 
managers perceive that these “soft skills” are indispensable to manage 
projects well and that women are generally more effective than men 
in this regard. However, skills related to interacting with others—com-
munication, listening, negotiating, and resolving conflicts or teamwork—
remain ill-defined in job evaluation terms (Grugulis and Vincent 2009).

Given the range of ways these skills can be expressed, their evalua-
tion is embryonic, which hinders their recognition and compensation 
(Buckle and Thomas 2003; Thomas and Buckle-Henning 2007). Such 
skills are underestimated even within the standardized “body of know-
ledge” on project management (the PMBoK Guide), which confers more 
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importance on the technical factor. Moreover, Woodfield (2002) showed 
how such skills then become seen as “innate” or “natural” qualities and 
are not recognized as competencies but, rather, associated with “nature” 
(see also Alksnis, Desmarais, and Curtis 2008; Lemière 2006; Wajcman 
1991). Indeed, qualities that do not stem from professional skills acquired 
in training are less likely to be remunerated, because remuneration poli-
cies compensate for the investment necessary to qualify for a job (Buckle 
and Thomas 2003). While these “natural” attributes do influence recruit-
ment, selection, assessment, and compensation, they are not valued or 
appreciated, and this leads to exclusion.

Across the surveys from 2009 to 2019, about half of the respondents 
agreed that they were compensated fairly for their experience and the 
responsibility of their job title. Around one-third consistently disagreed. 
However, we again see differences across identity groups. In all years 
except 2015, women and workers of colour were two to six percentage 
points more likely to report unfair compensation than men and White 
workers, respectively (Weststar, O’Meara, Gosse, and Legault 2017, 
22–23).

Open-ended comments from the 2015 survey illustrate the sense of dis-
satisfaction with pay inequity among women and members of racialized 
groups:

 I was hired at a significantly lower salary than my male predeces-
sor—8.5 percent less. When another man was brought on-board 
just three months later into the same position with the same level 
of experience as myself, he was hired at the same pay level as my 
predecessor. (F.T.02740.2015)

 I learned that a male co-worker of mine, while doing the majority 
of content design work on our main project, was the lowest paid 
designer at the company in spite of having the most seniority. He 
was Black. I don’t know for sure that was why, but I do know that 
they took him for granted and treated him poorly. Women in QA 
at that same company were paid significantly less than their male 
coworkers. (F.D.02730.2015)

Throughout our project, our aim was to broadly canvass VgD’s work-
ing conditions, and therefore our data is not up to the task of systematic 
pay inequity analysis. Yet, our data highlight the impact of pay equity 
on feelings of inclusion. It is hard to feel included when one’s work is 
unrecognized and devalued. It is our hope that researchers will collect 
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longitudinal data to study the comparative career paths that could ex-
plain large, gendered gaps in average yearly earnings (Skillsearch 2021).

Crunch Time Practice: A Black Hole for Mothers

In previous chapters, we saw how the practice of crunch time makes 
working time both long and unpredictable. Our data suggest that women 
and workers of colour are engaged in similar working time practices as 
men and White workers. Indeed, in the 2019 DSS, women and workers 
of colour reported the highest incidences of crunch time (42 percent in 
each group had worked in crunch more than two times in the previous 
two years). This ethos does not welcome members of all demographic 
groups. In particular, the pressure to work long and unpredictable hours 
drives women away from a career in the VgI (Consalvo 2008; Fullerton 
et al. 2008, 164). The hurdles faced by fathers are not negligible, but they 
are also not as dire as those of mothers because reproductive labour re-
mains highly gendered (Cerrato and Cifre 2018; Moyser and Burlock 
2018; Workplace Gender Equality Agency 2016).

Complaints about long hours and inadequate policies regarding work–
life balance tend to increase with years of experience in the trade, and 
complaints about lack of promotion tend to rise with weekly hours of 
work, as if hours of work were expected to pay off in that way (Pres-
cott and Bogg 2011b). What Hochschild and Machung (1989) called “the 
second shift” has not disappeared:

 We’re, by society, expected to be kind of like the caretakers of the 
home, and then in this industry—fifty to eighty hours a week—and 
then you want me to come home and make sure there’s groceries 
and stuff like that. It’s just… It’s a total killer. It just gets you. (F-18- 
07-T-Z-28-04-14-04-11-JT)

Another female developer speculated about how male colleagues coped 
with the arrival of children and contemplated her own need to leave the 
industry or turn to less demanding, less prestigious projects:

 I feel like with the amount of time I spend working, how can 
you manage a family? It’s kind of beyond me. … I figure they’ve 
probably also got really helpful partners. Actually, I feel like I may 
start thinking about [leaving the industry] when I’m ready to start 
a family. … I’m not necessarily closing the door on it. Actually, I’ve 
thought about maybe changing industries or moving into less de-
manding games. … The teams aren’t big, about thirty people, but 
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they don’t do much crunch time. So, people really covet those pro-
jects, even though there’s less glory. They’re less blockbusters. To 
combine family life and work, that’s the kind of project that might 
be more tempting. (F-18-02-16-m-W-01-10-13-19-15-JL)

Bulut (2020a) noted that essential domestic contributions made by the 
spouses of male VgDs allowed men to keep up with their jobs. Many de-
velopers take only the minimum paternity leave offered by their studios 
and hurry back to work while their wives claim the full government- 
provided leave. Yet, many others do not have the benefit of a “stay-at-
home mom” that is so often the secret behind men’s heroic crunch hours. 
Those with greater domestic responsibilities such as childcare or elder 
care find it harder to sustain the normative standard without additional 
support. In this mostly masculine workforce, the burden of domestic work 
devolves upon their female partners. The culture of overworking is “in fact 
rendered tolerable thanks to the mobilization of women’s emotional cap-
acities at home” (Reay 2004). Bluntly put, if partners refused this burden, it 
could challenge the industry’s future. In Marxist terms, partners produce 
“surplus value for the studio by reducing the potential reproduction in-
vestments to be undertaken by [the studio]” (Bulut 2020a, 108).

To deal with the conflict between a very demanding organization of 
work and dependents needing care, studio management still relies on 
an outdated solution, separating breadwinners and caretakers accord-
ing to gender (Bailyn 1993, 77). As long as the issue of sharing domestic 
work remains unsolved and the organization of work relies on archaic 
family structures, adding more women to the workforce will not change 
the overall situation of institutional or systemic sexism (Consalvo 2008). 
This issue of citizenship extends to the sphere of the social regulation of 
work and, indeed, society.

There are still options for mothers in the VgI if they do not strive for 
high-profile projects. But we must account for a bare fact: more women 
than men remain nulliparous in game development, while more men 
have young children (see Table 10.4 in the Data Appendix).

Our survey data show the toll of the game development environment 
on work–life balance (see Table 10.5). Over half of the respondents said 
they needed more time for themselves and were too tired after work to 
do some of the things they would like to do. Almost half felt constantly 
behind at home and at work, and emotionally drained by the effort to 
keep up. These data suggest a problematic work–life balance that is not 
improving.

The issue of crunch time impairs women more than men, but poli-
cies regarding work–life balance could surely help all developers with 
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caregiving responsibilities and those with aspirations outside of work. 
Inclusive workplaces take action to ensure that all members can thrive 
in their environments and receive support to overcome the barriers 
they face. 

We observed that about one-quarter of DSS respondents consistently 
did not know if their studio provided pregnancy or parental benefits 
and very few reported studio-provided or subsidized daycare. As well, 
women and workers of colour more frequently reported that having a 
family diminished or would diminish their chances for advancement 
(31 percent and 27 percent, respectively), particularly when compared to 
White men (22 percent). In Westecott et al.’s (2019) DIB model, work ex-
pectations that are not attainable or sustainable are in fact exclusionary, 
by sending the message to women that they “can’t cut it” and therefore 
do not belong.

From this viewpoint, mothers, would-be mothers, and single par-
ents are prime candidates for second-class citizenship. The widespread 
“passion-driven” discourse about the ideal dedicated project worker who 
deserves a place in the business of games (Consalvo 2008; Reid 2015) fos-
ters a fierce resistance to the practice of part-time work, as well as to any 
alternative practice in project management around the organization of 

Table 10.5 
Perceptions of work–life balance (2014–19) (% of respondents who agree or 
strongly agree)

2014 2019

I have a hard time dragging myself away from work to go 
home.

31 35

I am more organized because of all the demands on my time. 42 44

There is enough time in my day to accomplish everything I 
need to do.

24 26

I feel that I am constantly behind at work and at home, and 
never have enough time for either.

42 44

The tension of trying to balance my work and home life leaves 
me feeling emotionally drained.

41 45

Because my work is so demanding, I am often irritable at 
home/outside of work.

30 29

I need more time to myself. 57 60

After work I am too tired to do some of the things I’d like to do. 55 59

Source: Weststar and Legault 2014, 54; original data from DSS 2019
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work (Gill 2002). In the actual social division of domestic work, such an 
organization of work gives an edge to men over women who are parents 
(Simpson 1998, 45). While the industry is overdue for a re-examination 
of this aspect of work culture (Bailyn 1993, xii), as long as studios have 
a mostly male workforce, there will be no significant improvement to 
work–life balance. Thanks to supportive partners, studios do not have to 
account for the diverse needs of the women they employ.

Belonging: What Is Felt and Not Felt

Chapter 4 detailed observable facts regarding the distribution of socio- 
demographic groups in the VgI workforce. We will now turn to another 
area, the contours of which are less obvious. Belonging is a perception of 
diversity that is experienced by workers when they also feel a sense of in-
clusion. We argue that while members of the socio-demographic major-
ity of White men feel a sense of belonging, this is not as easily achieved 
for minority groups. From a citizenship standpoint, one cannot be a true 
subject of citizenship in a workplace without feeling a sense of belong-
ing. As such, belonging (or not) has important consequences in a work 
environment in terms of commitment and the health of an organization.

VGDs’ Experience of Inequity

We have documented the personal experiences that VgDs have had with 
inequity, either with it affecting themselves or others. In 2015 and 2019, 
the most frequent inequities involved microaggressions and social/inter-
personal actions (see Table 10.6). Microaggressions are verbal, behav-
ioural, and environmental indignities, comments, or gestures that subtly 
and often unconsciously or unintentionally express a prejudiced attitude 
toward someone as a member of a marginalized group, such as a racial 
minority (Nadal et al. 2016). We define social/interpersonal actions as ex-
clusion from a social or peer group or different treatment in a group or by 
the employer. These are critically related to the culture of a workplace. 
They can be widespread and tolerated, if not promoted, by the majority.

We argue that these inequities amount to harassment in the form of 
bullying and, because of their often public character, sometimes of mob-
bing. The US Workplace Bullying Institute (quoted in Levchak 2018, 
107) defines workplace bullying as “repeated, health-harming mistreat-
ment of one or more persons (the targets) by one or more perpetrators” 
and as abusive conduct that interferes with work and is verbally offen-
sive, “threatening, humiliating, or intimidating.” We note that the rates 
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of bullying for VgDs are close to or surpass those for the general US 
population.4

Bullying is characterized by three conditions: a hostile intent, building 
on strength or advantage in a context of imbalanced power, and which 
is reasserted over time to maintain the imbalance (Burger et al. 2015). It 
is reinforced (and made highly predictable) when most of the influential 
leader(s) of the majority group approve or condone the bullying behav-
iour (Steinfeldt et al. 2012). Mobbing consists of the collective dimension 
of a similar phenomenon, used when people in social gatherings like 
sport teams, schools, or workplaces gang up to target certain people by 
disrespecting them, spreading innuendos and rumours, or discrediting 
them publicly, ultimately to force them out of that space (Davenport et 
al. 2005).

Our respondents reported witnessing inequity towards others at 
greater rates than they experienced it themselves (see Table 10.6). Com-
pared to 2015, respondents in 2019 reported higher rates of inequities tar-
geting both themselves and others, with a notable increase in reported 
perceived inequality towards others in the context of promotions.

We have also analyzed the 2019 data according to gender and ethni-
city (see Table 10.7). White workers (mainly men) and men (mainly 
White) were the least likely to report personally experiencing any form 
of inequity, compared with women and workers of colour. The most 
frequent indignities encountered by all identity groups were microag-
gressions and social/interpersonal exclusions, aimed both toward them-
selves and toward others, except for men who declared experiencing 
inequity primarily in their own recruitment or hiring process. Women 
consistently reported experiencing the highest rates of inequity across 
most response options, and the rates at which they experienced social 
inequity (55 percent) and/or some form of microaggression (52 percent) 
are alarming. Men and women only reported comparable rates in the 
areas of “working conditions” and “workload.” 

There were important quantitative differences between men and 
women in other types of inequity that they experienced. For instance, in 
2019, 30 percent of women reported experiencing inequity in compen-
sation, compared to 9 percent of men. This is consistent with the above- 

4. “According to the [US Workplace Bullying] Institute (2017), ‘27% of Americans have suf-
fered abusive conduct at work; 21% have witnessed it; and 72% are aware that workplace 
bullying happens.’ With respect to gender, women are targets in 60% of the cases. … Fox and 
Stallworth (2005, 439) … found that Asians, African Americans, and Latino employees re-
port being targets of racial/ethnic bullying at rates higher than White employees (2005, 448). 
… In a recent survey, half of Black respondents and one-third of Latino respondents reported 
being the victim of racial discrimination in the workplace” (Levchak 2018, 107).
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noted data about persistent wage gaps. Women also reported more experi-
ences of inequity than men based on job roles/tasks (28 percent versus 
9 percent) and promotions (30 percent versus 10 percent). As noted above 
and in Chapter 4, women are clustered more in mid-level managerial and 
artistic roles, and the “soft skills” in these jobs often go unvalued. Some 
respondents reported being assigned additional, unwelcome tasks or tasks 
unrelated to their actual job role:

 I once worked with a woman who was an absolute genius sound 
designer. In fact, she taught me many of the fundamentals that I 
still use and build upon to this day. Our boss at the time, while ac-
knowledging her as an important asset to the team, still would have 
her do tasks that were “typically a woman’s,” like some secretarial 
duties, bookkeeping, etc., which ate into the time she could have 
been using to create more sound design. I need to stress this: she 
was the talent in that studio. I was an intern at the time, and there 
were four other people working with us, all sharp individuals more 
than able to file things away, take down notes, and create spread-
sheets. Everyone could have taken turns, but the boss always made 

Table 10.6 
Experiences with inequity (% of respondents) 2015–19

Perceived inequity on the basis of gender, age, 
ethnicity, ability, or sexual orientation

Toward yourself Toward others

2015 2019 2015 2019

Microaggressions 19 23 26 38

Social/interpersonal 20 23 27 38

Hiring process 11 18 15 27

Disciplines/roles — 13 — 27

Promotion 9 14 13 26

Monetary/salary/bonuses 10 14 14 26

Recruitment 10 17 13 24

Workload 7 17 8 17

Working conditions 5 8 8 17

None of the above 63 51 57 36

Source: Weststar and Legault 2015, 14; original data from the IgDA DSS 2019
Note: Columns do not total 100% due to multiple response allowances
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the woman do it. She took it in stride, but it still seemed pretty bull-
shit to me. (N.D.02922.2015)

This raises questions regarding potential informal workplace hierarch-
ies that may favour certain male-dominated roles over those that include 
more women, or inversely, that marginalize and undervalue women 
who work in male-dominated positions. Men seem to enjoy greater cit-
izenship status regarding these objects.

In Figure 10.6, we have represented significant gender gaps in per-
ceived structural inequities from Table 10.7—otherwise known as sys-
temic discrimination (see Chapter 1)—to highlight the general trend of 
discrepancy. These differences also existed for workers of colour, but to a 
lesser degree (see Figure 10.7).

Undoubtedly, VgDs experience inequities in their everyday lives that 
manifest through both daily workplace behaviour and HRm processes 
and decisions. The first type is that which is most often denounced: ver-
bal, behavioural, and environmental indignities; exclusion from a social 
group or peer group; and differential treatment, which are all very much 
related to the culture of the workplace. Still, HRm decisions in terms of 

Table 10.7
Experience of inequity, by identity group, 2019 (% of respondents)

Inequity towards yourself Inequity toward others
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Social/interpersonal 55 12 28 23 66 32 41 42

Microaggressions 52 12 28 23 65 31 43 40

Promotions 30 10 21 13 43 21 27 28

Monetary/salary/ bonuses 30 9 17 14 40 21 26 28

Discipline/role 28 9 19 12 47 22 31 29

Recruitment 27 15 24 16 37 20 31 23

Hiring process 25 17 25 17 40 24 31 28

Workload 22 7 13 10 31 13 22 17

Working conditions 16 5 10 8 30 14 20 17

None of the above 21 68 43 59 18 47 33 40

Source: Original data from the IgDA DSS 2019
Note: Columns do not total 100% due to multiple response allowances
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Figure 10.6 
Structural inequalities experienced by developers, by type and gender, 2019
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Figure 10.7
Structural inequalities experienced by developers, by type and ethnic 
group, 2019
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hiring, job roles, promotion, compensation, and recruitment also give rise 
to a poor experience in an inequitable workplace culture. As inequity 
across gender and ethnicity is perpetuated through workplace culture 
and everyday communicative practice, it amounts to a deep-rooted de-
nial of belonging and therefore a situation of second-class citizenship.

Exclusionary Effect of Rampant Sexism: “Yeah, the Company Culture 
Wasn’t Awesome”

Sexism and harassment in the workplace was a commonly cited barrier 
to diversity in our surveys and interviews. Indeed, we do not have the 
space in this chapter, or indeed this book to do justice to the hundreds 
of stories shared with us over the years. Our respondents depicted a per-
nicious “bro culture” comprised of common attitudes and beliefs built 
on immature and informal “frat boy” relationships, inherited from the 
“garage hacker” culture typical of the emergence of game development, 
but which is inhospitable to women and members of other marginalized 
groups:

 Brogrammer culture, a culture that involves a lot of alcohol, an 
overall unwelcoming culture that wants people to prove they’re 
hardcore/experienced/whatever enough. The perception that 
games are only for fifteen to thirty-five-year-old males and there-
fore might as well be made by them. (F.m.00945.2014)

While the industry tries to cultivate an image of a creative industry 
that maintains links to its anarchic/hacker origins, academics have 
underlined the culture of “militarized masculinity” that gave birth to 
this and to the “militainment” that continues (Blackburn 2018; Kline, 
Dyer-Witheford, and de Peuter 2003). The concept of “technomascu-
linity” (Johnson 2018) distils an array of shared experiences that lead to 
the stereotyped (and essentialist) belief of the boy/man being “naturally” 
gifted for technical matters: “good command of computer knowledge, 
machinic manipulation, passion for games … ordinary use of language 
that bears the imprints of gendered imaginations and assumptions” 
(Dovey and Kennedy 2006; Selwyn 2007) that are “often cultivated dur-
ing childhood” (Bulut 2020a, 63). This framework “shapes their ethos” 
regarding who “has it” and who does not. It is an effective gatekeeping 
device providing the grounds for inclusion and exclusion (Bulut 2020a, 
64; Bulut 2020b; on the same among IT workers, see Chasserio and Le-
gault 2010).
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In the face of the public allegations against Ubisoft and Activision, our 
women respondents reported what now seem like common experiences 
of harassment or intimidation on the job:

 Women get into the industry and many are frightened away by 
harassment. The industry is so small that reporting these issues 
will very likely result in retaliation in the future, if not be a career 
destroyer. Unless aggressors are blacklisted from influential pos-
itions, the best option for those being harassed is to seek another 
job. Limited jobs means they are more likely to accept a position 
outside of games due to wanting to escape a situation and end up 
staying there. (F.N.00935.2014)

 Some co-workers at a contract gig made comments evocative of 
rape at a company whose workforce was one-third women. 
(F.m.02583.2015)

 An inebriated recruiter kissed me on the ear at a recruitment din-
ner. No action taken. (F.D.00869.2014)

Not only are these advances condoned, but the women who are “hit on” 
can get the unwelcomed “sack”:

 This [executive producer] said, “I may need to let [a female de-
veloper] go because all of the guys are hitting on her and it’s slow-
ing the work down. We need to get the E3 build on time.” My 
response: “If you do that, I will personally escort her to report your 
ass to the Labour Department.” He looked startled and then real-
ized what he had said was off-the-charts inappropriate, and then 
mumbled: “What did you come out here for?” Never apologized or 
even said “just kidding” to back off from the statement. After that 
our relationship was contentious, and this was not an isolated inci-
dent with him. I left the company at my first opportunity. 
(F.m.02580.2015)

Respondents also voiced concerns regarding sexism and sexual ha-
rassment at conferences or networking events: 

 I was sexually harassed (physically and verbally) during the 
Game Developers Conference a few years ago by a game designer. 
Although it was reported at the time, those I reported it to did not 
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follow through and did not escalate the issue. These people are part 
of the problem. They enable sexual harassment to continue by not 
taking reports seriously. They harbour sexual harassers, and their 
inaction permits it to happen again. This situation makes me feel 
unwelcome in my own industry. I’m glad that gDC has better poli-
cies now and a clear escalation procedure, as well as enforcement 
procedures. (F.S.01031.2014)

 We have like these little parties every month and when one of my 
female co-workers started, this guy said to her, “I’m a producer”—
he’s not a producer—“I’m a producer and if you don’t dance with 
me, I’ll fire you.” (F-07-13-T-U-10-05-14-04-11-JT)

These experiences are particularly damaging to one’s sense of belong-
ing in the industry; colleagues should represent your “tribe,” and the 
workplace is an important place of professional development and 
advancement.

Women frequently reported experiences of everyday sexism in the 
form of inappropriate jokes:

 I’ve seen a male employee cover a female employee’s ears so she 
couldn’t hear the joke he was telling because it was too inappropri-
ate. (F.D.00986.2014)

 I had plans to get out of there; I was not happy there at all. It was 
very much a boys’ club. … It’s very much a male-dominated place, 
so it can be very sexist. I’ve had horrible things said to me, like, 
men judge my looks, told me I was hired because I was cute. I’ve 
been in board rooms with all men and they’re talking about the 
size of their genitalia, and making really derogatory sexist jokes, 
not really seeing my other female comrades because they put them 
in one position. They act like little boys; they really do. The game 
industry is very much like that. It’s highly dominated by men. 
(F-13-13-V-I-15-11-13-14-26)

 I once had a phone conference with several men working for my 
publisher. One casually asked me how I was, and I told him I was 
fine given the circumstances—it was high summer in an un-ACed 
office. A few of my phone call partners started moaning, “Oh, it’s 
so hot!” It was meant as a joke but given that they were my cli-
ents and hierarchically far over me, I found it quite intimidating. 
(F.m.02593.2015)
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Discrimination can be gross or obvious, but it can also be systemic, and 
thus more subtle. For instance, in this very competitive industry, women 
feel they have more pressure to perform, stand out, and get promoted:

 For instance, none of the women in the department were ever 
officially promoted, even if someone was doing the work. You’d be 
kept out of conversations. … It just was a culture thing, too, I think. 
Yeah, the company culture wasn’t awesome. (F-13-13-T-U-05-05- 
14-04-11-JT)

 Some people who think they’re helping, singling you out and 
treating you like a dancing bear … instead of treating you like an 
equal. (F.m.02576.2015)

This connects the issue of legitimacy with belonging. Who defines 
what is “valuable creative work” (Bulut 2020a, 65)? When this kind of 
work is made to seem like a “male” form of creative work, we observe 
some women adopting a more androgynous gender identity or identify-
ing more strongly with their profession than with their gender to avoid 
displaying the stereotyped image of women as VgDs. This is true of 
women in technological fields in general (see Chapter 1).

Overwhelmingly, respondents are silenced when their harassers hold 
a position of authority:

 Because he occupies a position of power within the company, we 
have not yet worked out an effective way to deal with this issue. 
For a specific example, he recently told the team: “With all the fuss 
that feminists make about games online I feel that I need to make 
extra sexist jokes to balance things out.” I personally find this atti-
tude shocking and repugnant. (T.D.02191.2014)

 Co-workers and the boss making slighting remarks about wo-
men (for example, blaming a client’s indecisiveness on her gender, 
telling male squabbling co-workers to “stop being such women”). 
The boss is less “pal-y” with me than with male co-workers (for 
example, all male co-workers get nicknames; I do not). (F.D.00830. 
2014)

 When I was leaving a company I used to work at, the CEO made 
an extremely offensive (and untrue) gendered remark about why I 
was leaving. At the time I was too shocked to stand up for myself 
and I regret it every day. (F.D.00879.2014)
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When such interactions are commonplace in a work environment, and 
not acted on, employers who claim to be “gender-neutral” in their poli-
cies, programs, or decisions are in fact simply gender-blind and part of 
the problem (Prescott and Bogg 2011a, 208; Valenduc et al. 2004). Some 
women attempt to raise awareness in a comical and less threatening way:

 I’ve been in offices where they’ve had swear jars. Somebody says 
something profane, and [they have to put money in the jar]. They 
[a small studio] have a sexism jar. It’s … when the guys are particu-
larly abrasive, and the one female developer feels that they’ve gone 
too far, they can put a buck in the sexism jar. (F-11-07-m-S-24-11-13- 
16-02-PB)

Meanwhile, normative stereotypes tend to fossilize into internalized bias 
and “outdated attitudes” based on gender, race, or other attributes that 
are not challenged. Men can feel like they legitimately belong and tend 
to “support the existing industry norms as credible and legitimate, while 
relegating other types of participation, including that by women and 
other marginalized creators, to subordinate positions within hierarchies 
of production” (A. Harvey and Shepherd 2017, 492). Using the example 
of a Women in Games initiative in Montreal as a case study, Harvey and 
Shepherd (2017) indicated how these norms act with a constraining and 
enabling force to perpetuate a long-standing delegitimization of women’s 
creativity and technical abilities. One woman respondent referred to un-
conscious bias, prejudice, and assumptions about the kind of person who 
plays videogames, which excludes everyone outside of that norm:

 People’s subconscious biases—we all make judgements without 
realizing it, and we often penalize people who don’t fit the “norm,” 
which is a very narrow definition. These judgements can lead to 
both overt sexism and microaggressions. (F.D.00962.2014)

“They Just Don’t Apply!”: Stereotyped Profiling

Many VgDs and observers strongly believe that the statistical under-
representation of women is rooted in a gendered profile of gamers—girls 
and boys showing different skills and preferences early in childhood—
and of a subsequent gendered occupational profile based on a similar 
“essential, authentic or inner truth of gender” (Jenson, Fisher, and de 
Castell 2011, 151).

A lack of resources or access to computers and games are barriers to 
entry for children from underprivileged backgrounds. These barriers 



279seCOnd-Class Citizens in the Vgi

stem from general socio-economic factors, outside of the game industry, 
that can influence access to games jobs. A crowded field of candidates 
wish to make it into this job market and rise up the competitive ranks. 
Many are ready to make personal investments to make inroads into 
the trade as proficient gamers, before even reaching the first steps of a 
game studio. They play a wide array of games with the appropriate, up-
dated equipment; attend gatherings, clubs, and associations; take part in 
competitions; start up an initial project or business; enrol in specialized 
schools; and put up with low wages in entry-level positions. These things 
remain out of reach in poorly funded school districts, where access to 
technology-based programs is more limited. Survey respondents attest  
to this discrepancy in early access and resources:

 There is a background of knowledge that economically disadvan-
taged students lack, which leads to further distancing and of course 
is tied to race. (F.m.02580.2015)

 Entry into the game industry requires either taking an entry- 
level position with a very low wage (in relation to candidates’ al-
ternatives) or accomplishing something in one’s own free time. In 
both cases there is a challenging financial cost, which can be an 
obstacle to candidates from less affluent backgrounds. (m.m.01448. 
2014)

It is much easier to maintain a regular practice of high-level gaming 
and to weather the constant risk during the first steps toward the game 
industry when one’s social class allows for a well-provided school, a well-
stocked technological environment, and a family’s financial assistance 
to attend events and support unpaid internships. Furthermore, this situ-
ation contributes to a racializing of the workforce. The career path in 
games is like that of the movie industry:

The film industry is notorious for its high risk–high return pro-
file, requiring years of networking, investment in skills and, 
most important, access to work opportunities in order to build a 
career. While educational training may provide an initial entrée, 
for example as a lowly production assistant, it is the ability to self- 
finance one’s career for a number of years, along with luck and the 
right connections, that construct the road to success. Studies of stu-
dents in media programmes and their career paths note that even 
the ability to get a foot on the career ladder depends on continued 
parental financial support for a series of “internships” beyond 
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graduation. Students without affluent parents and carrying sig-
nificant educational debt cannot afford this route. (Christopherson 
2009, 87–88)

However, according to a current belief in a non-biased meritocratic selec-
tion process, the White and male demography of games only confirms the 
belief in White men’s “natural gift” for gaming and game development.

Open-ended survey questions provided a fair share of comments refer-
ring to an essentialist belief that women just do not enjoy the technical 
trades like programming, with some of them heavily invested in fighting 
against it: 

 Women will never, ever want to go into STEm fields [science, tech-
nology, engineering, and mathematics] in the same capacity as 
men! and when they do [come to game development], isn’t it odd 
that the vast majority of women go into the arts? I personally work 
at [a studio] together with only female artists, never a female pro-
grammer. The same went for the women whom I worked under 
for thirty weeks during my last internship! By “diversifying” the 
industry, you maggots, you forcibly place women into positions 
they are not good enough at instead of treating each individual 
based on their own skillset and professionalism! This is not only 
discriminatory towards men who are now discriminated against, 
this is also causing people in the workplace to go, “well, she only 
got hired cuz of diversity,” instead of just trusting their employers 
to choose the right people! You stupid IgDA twats, when are you 
just going to close down your pathetic little clubhouse, because ab-
solutely nobody needs you! Get the fuck out of my industry … and 
do not come back! (m.N.01419.2015)

The highly emotional and fuming tone of this comment echoes the 
“unique affective character of gendered labour in games culture” (A. Har-
vey and Shepherd 2017, 493; Hirshfield 2010; Lees 2016). Men perpetuate 
a notion of what constitutes legitimate, credible, and authentic participa-
tion in games that feeds both the notion of the “core gamer” and the good 
developer (Fullerton et al. 2008; Consalvo and Paul 2019). As they con-
stitute a majority, these notions spread out in the sector. Men subscribe 
more easily than women to the profile of the “good” or “real” developer 
who “loves” his trade so much that he is ready to sacrifice private and 
leisure time for the sake of the project (Legault and Chasserio 2012). This 
current of thought is akin to the post-bureaucratic organizational model 
(see Chapter 1), which attests that when you have the privilege to hold a 
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creative job in the realm of “passionate and affective labour,” the work 
itself can be fuelled by passion instead of being a burden to endure (Ash-
kanasy and Humphrey 2011; Consalvo 2008; de Peuter 2011; A. Har vey 
and Fisher 2013). Such a “privilege” usually means that employees fully 
commit themselves to doing what they love without counting the time 
they devote to it. “Passion” can then become a label used to (re)entrench 
exclusionary discourses and practices against those who are not ready to 
put in the hours needed. Set out this way, some jobs become earmarked 
as “men’s jobs.” These affects are powerful instruments to “naturalize” 
the marginalization of women, demarcate boundaries, and normalize ex-
clusion in games production and culture (A. Harvey and Shepherd 2017).

Some researchers challenge this preconceived idea of an “essential, 
authentic or inner truth of gender” that manifests in “girls” tastes and 
preferences in gaming, as does research on occupational segregation 
(L. Miller et al. 2004). For instance, Jenson, Fisher, and de Castell (2011, 
151) contest this gender-based dichotomy as a social stereotype sustained 
by careless research design. Indeed, there remains much to unpack in 
gender studies of gaming to challenge the running stereotypes about 
women VgDs.

First, “boys’ play” generally acts as the reference for gameplay to which 
“girls’ play” is compared. There is no such thing as a “neutral standard.” 
Studies have examined the criteria defining the “true gamer” and “real 
games,” and distinguishing the casual from the hard-core gamer. These 
include time investment; self-identification to the gamer community; 
genre; and design elements and content, including high difficulty and 
non-interruptibility; as well as skill, gaming knowledge and attitudes, 
playing habits, buying habits, and game-related social identity enacted 
in out-of-game spaces (Paaßen, Morgenroth, and Stratemeyer 2017, 423–
26). These criteria of core gaming are directly retrieved from the mascu-
line repertoire and therefore constitute and perpetuate the “male gamer 
stereotype,” even when claims to gender differences are unwarranted 
or disputable (Paaßen, Morgenroth, and Stratemeyer 2017). To sum up, 
gendered tastes in games are more inferred than demonstrated.

Second, and more importantly, the level of access to and therefore 
experience in gaming (novice versus seasoned) seems to be a more im-
portant factor than gender in explaining gameplay behaviour. Gendered 
equivalencies in skill level emerge with a level playing field of access, 
which also suggests similarity (or difference) in play patterns, pleasures, 
and preferences (Jenson, Fisher, and de Castell 2011, 149–50). The things 
that have traditionally been characterized in the research as the “char-
acteristics of girls” are, in fact, the characteristics of novices, due to over-
looked features of the gameplay context.
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That said, the conditions favouring a level playing field and young 
girls’ access to games are not widespread at home or school, because in-
stitutions reflect the power relations within society. They must be inten-
tionally implemented and monitored. In practice, this rarely occurs and 
girls are often marginalized and dismissed in contexts of mixed gender 
gameplay (Jenson and de Castell 2018). This contributes to the enduring 
stereotype of the male gamer, while confusing the cause and the effect.

We have previously critiqued the normative “pipeline” to a career in 
game development in which women are disadvantaged in spaces of early 
access/exposure and in formal schooling environments (Weststar and 
Legault 2018; discussed more below). As has been further detailed here, 
this lack of inclusion and belonging carries on into the workplace. Refer-
ring to controversial practices of gender discrimination at Riot Games 
(D’Anastasio 2018; Ramos 2018), Bulut (2020a, 44) concluded that the so-
called meritocracy in some studios is in fact a disguise to hide systemic or 
institutional sexism. Instead of a “meritocratic utopia,” there is inequity 
(Bulut 2020a, ix).

For instance, many of our VgD respondents (mostly men) explain away 
the uniform workforce by claiming there is a “lack of diverse applicants,” 
thus justifying the status quo as being grounded in nature. However, this 
viewpoint conveniently and cruelly ignores the paramount importance 
of networking for placement and job hunting, and how hiring managers 
tend to reach out to candidates and canvass with their usual approaches, 
in places they know, and make their selections according to criteria well- 
established for the dominant group and existing collective norms:

 The people doing the hiring—in my experience they are more 
often concerned about preserving the status quo and their own 
positions rather than expanding into diversity. (F.D.01058.2014)

 The people hiring the staff—some (but not all) are just unwilling 
to look beyond the “typical game developer” image, which seems 
to be male, young, and having to live, eat, and breathe video games. 
(m.D.01517.2014)

The hire-on-demand environment of project-based work exacerbates 
this, since managers look for immediately available and “proven-to- 
deliver” candidates and are themselves risk averse. The situation is akin 
to the film industry, as studied by Handy and Rowlands (2016). They 
argued that the unrelenting emergency in hiring onto a project team (see 
Chapters 2 and 3) creates anxieties among managers that result in hir-
ings that are safe and that uphold the status quo, and “consequently, dis-
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criminatory hiring practices … become collectively accepted as rational 
responses to organizational problems” (Handy and Rowlands 2016, 312). 
VgDs see this first-hand:

 It seems to be very difficult to find diverse talent, but I’m sure our 
hiring process does not help. Because we’re such a small company, 
and we can’t afford to take many chances, we almost always hire 
people we already know—our friends or people we’ve worked with 
before. Somehow this has resulted in a team of twelve people with 
no women, no homosexuals (that I know of), and only one non-
White employee. I find this highly regrettable, but at present we 
are not in a position to change it. (m.m.02005.2014)

 It’s easier to hire someone who on paper has all the right experi-
ence and skills, which keeps the pool of people small. There is a lot 
of risk aversion in the hiring process. (F.m.01083.2014)

This very conceptualization of women and others as “risky candidates” 
stands in the way of inclusion and belonging, since diversification is an 
unwelcome threat. This sentiment was at the heart of the Gamergate 
rhetoric. Those expressing their own fear of change, often imploring crit-
ics to “leave game-makers alone and let them create what they wish,” 
can be quite prejudicial:

 Triple A studios have an obvious unwillingness to change. They 
think they can keep making money the way they made money fif-
teen years ago. Too much is changing around them and they try 
to hold it back. … Keeping people out, and trying to reach only one 
target demographic (White males) because it’s what they think 
worked in the past. Fear leads to anger, anger leads to hate, etc. 
(F.m.00933.2014)

 My friend was openly told by a recruiter that their company was 
made up of all men and they weren’t sure that she would be com-
fortable in that environment. (F.N.02545.2015)

Though more than half of our respondents reported equal opportun-
ity hiring policies in their studios (see Table 10.1), open-ended comments 
revealed ignorance about how the lack of a critical mass of a minority 
population within a workforce can be a risk factor for harassment (see 
Chapter 1). When in a minority position, it does not take much to feel like 
you do not belong. As one woman told us:
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 It doesn’t feel quite as good as when there was at least one other. 
They don’t really make any bad jokes or anything, but… It just 
doesn’t feel good. (F-19-18-V-S-12-11-13-14-26-LT)

Worse, when the environment is gender segregated, men and women 
have less interaction, and gendered stereotypes become perpetuated. 
Gender-based occupational segregation also keeps women in roles that 
are lower in the occupational hierarchy and more precarious. This also 
perpetuates inequities and precludes a sense of belonging:

 Through some combination of lack of candidates and uncon-
scious discrimination, out of a studio of roughly twenty, only two 
hires were women: the community manager and producer. These 
were apparently considered “non-essential” roles, and they were 
the first jobs cut, over a month before any other layoffs. Manage-
ment swears up and down it wasn’t gender-based, but it seemed 
pretty easily arguable that the reason that they were considered 
“non-essential” was that they were not allowed to “become” essen-
tial during the time they were here (for example, frequently ignor-
ing the producer’s recommendations for process improvements). 
(m.D.02300.2015)

A critical and well-distributed mass of members of a minority group is 
needed for them to lead a comfortable life. As a result, as long as mem-
bers of a minority group do not have a critical mass, they are doomed to 
feel like they are “earmarked,” like they do not belong, and, in fact, are 
not subjects of citizenship.

Feeling Able to Speak Freely, Being Heard and Valued

A sense of belonging also manifests in feeling able to speak freely in 
teamwork, voice dissent, or advocate fresh ideas. Women respondents 
expressed much embarrassment on that front:

 You just had to suck it up because you didn’t want to be seen as a 
prude. It was hard to be myself. You had to be one of the boys, [or 
else] you’re very much a girlfriend or a mother. That’s how they 
see you. (F-13-13-V-I-15-11-13-14-26)

 Bar humour and being crude is great and fun after hours, but 
upsetting when (in my case) it comes from someone older and in 
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a position of helping/hindering my career, and I’ve made it clear 
that I’m speaking to them for career reasons. (F.N.02484.2015)

Some women feel they are not heard or considered, even though they 
work as hard as their colleagues:

 I’ve had the QA director smirk at me and tell me to talk to the 
“producer in charge of editing,” when I am the producer in charge 
of editing! I told him it was me, and I still got the dismissive smirk 
and brush off. (F.m.02617.2015)

 Well, it goes without saying, but being a woman in games you 
encounter a lot of random bullshit. … I should make it clear it’s not 
everybody, but there’re some people who will value your opinion 
less because you’re a girl. (F-03-07-V-F-12-19-13-14-26-LT)

Many women shared professional experiences of being overlooked based 
on their gender. For example, one of them explained:

 Business partners often refer to my co-founders for decision- 
making or assume they are the leads, I believe, because they are 
male and I am female, despite the fact that I am much more ex-
perienced. I quickly corrected their error and moved on with the 
meeting. Similarly, journalists or consumers will sometimes as-
sume I am the marketer or PR person when I represent the game 
at conferences and conventions, and ask to speak to a developer on 
the team, or to speak to the game designer. I correct their error and 
try to continue the conversation. (F.D.02712.2015)

 He was dismissive towards any input I gave and assumed I was 
an artist (rather than a programmer, which is what I actually was) 
for a full month. (F.N.00867.2014)

Women feel the not-so-subtle internal hierarchy of occupational roles in 
which the male-dominated role of programming is valued above other 
roles, and women are not deemed true developers:

 Other incidents include having men in the community insinuate 
I am not a real developer due to not being a programmer, and yet 
my male colleagues who are artists or writers have never had their 
developer status questioned. (F.m.00876.2014)
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Taken together, women face being silenced, overlooked, cancelled, 
and caricatured on a daily basis, and when they do speak up, their ideas, 
their dissent, or their advocacy are dismissed. The same can be said of 
women gamers, who are often rebuffed, insulted, and harassed when 
playing (Tison 2019; Zampolini 2018a, 2018b).

Feeling Able to Relate to the Game Content

When they enter the game industry workforce, would-be developers 
have usually come a long way as gamers. Their experiences as game 
players will have nourished the feeling that they belong—or do not be-
long—in the game community broadly and in the workplace (Weststar 
and Legault 2018). Belonging manifests in an ability to relate to the situa-
tions, characteristics, and avatars of game content without feeling stereo-
typed or demeaned (see Figure 10.1). Game content has significant social 
effects through offering to consumers a representation of society and its 
distribution of roles. Entertainment devices are important symbolic ob-
jects that contribute to the modelling of social identity and perceptions 
of social reality, from social justice and power imbalances to stereotype 
formation (Daviault and Schott 2015). For instance, groups who appear 
more often in the media enjoy more status and power in daily life (D. Wil-
liams et al. 2009, 816–18).

Games provide much in terms of affordable contemporary “identity 
tourism” and escapism (Bulut 2020a, 45–46). Yet whose tourism is it? The 
definition of what is considered “fun” is largely influenced by White men 
who give us questionable and problematic game content with respect to 
gender (Burgess, Stermer, and Burgess 2007; Chess 2015; Dunlop 2007) 
and ethnic origin (Srauy 2019). When pointed out, problematic content is 
trivialized as “just a game” or “what the consumer wants” (Bulut 2020a, 
35–37). However, VgDs produce entertainment that is no more innocent 
than any other:

[VgDs] code values and ideologies into games, but they are either 
not aware of it or deny it. … Foregrounding how racialized and 
gendered practices and imaginations inform the desire behind 
the global game industry is crucial, especially in the aftermath of 
Gamergate and the rise of authoritarianism. (Bulut 2020b)

If there is any doubt regarding the influence of games in shaping 
youngsters’ minds, it may be enlightening to have a look at the portion 
they represent in the media diet of young people, according to aggre-
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gated survey results from France, Germany, India, Italy, Japan, Singa-
pore, South Korea, the United Kingdom, and the United States:

Video gamers spend an average of 7.11 hours each week playing 
games. This is an increase of 19.3% in the last year. 34% play more 
than 7 hours each week, with 19.6% playing more than 12 hours a 
week. … Men play almost eight hours per week. This is an average 
of one hour 37 minutes longer than women, who play 6.28 hours. 
23.0 percent of men play for twelve hours or more, compared to 
just 15.9 percent of women. (Limelight Networks 2020)

While initial studies of game content concentrated on the sensitive 
topics of violence and sexuality (Alloway and Gilbert 1998), since the 
2000s, studies have focussed on the representation of identity groups. A 
large-scale content analysis of characters in videogames (D. Williams et 
al. 2009) studied representations of gender, race, and age in comparison 
to the US population in 150 games across nine platforms over the course 
of a year. The results were weighted according to game sales. Through 
this ambitious analysis, researchers found a systematic over-representa-
tion of men and of White characters (particularly adults), and a system-
atic underrepresentation of women, Hispanics, Indigenous peoples, 
children, and the elderly (D. Williams et al. 2009, 817). Other studies have 
also found scant representation of racialized people, and people living 
with a disability or alternative body types (Downs and Smith 2010; Ivory 
2006; Martins et al. 2009; L. Miller and Summers 2007). The representa-
tion of gender in games is often very stereotyped, hyper-feminized, and 
hyper-masculinized, and women lament the fact that they continue to be 
overrepresented as non-player characters.

The way in which games are made contains a feedback loop that helps 
to explain the uniform workforce (Weststar and Legault 2018). The type of 
games available “panders towards the presumed preferences of a young, 
male, heterosexual audience” (Paaßen, Morgenroth, and Stratemeyer 
2017, 421), who then develop a passion for the medium, pursue careers in 
the industry, and ultimately make games that fit the established model. 
These then appeal to the same audience. In this way, a vicious cycle 
linking game content and risk aversion among decision-makers and 
gamer culture is perpetuated. Women and members of other minoritized 
groups can feel disenfranchised from the product that they are making.

That said, scholars take care to disclaim any risky theoretical preten-
tion that women would know how to make games that would please 
women (often referred to as “pinkwashing”), and that the same could be 
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said of VgDs of colour or members of other social identity groups. Attrib-
uting tastes, skills, aptitudes, and leanings to members of a demographic 
group as if this very group were a uniform whole would fly in the face of 
common sense, as well as current research outcomes (Carr 2005; Jenson 
and de Castell 2005, 2010a; Krotoski 2004; Yee 2008).

Conclusion

We have used Westecott et al.’s model (2019) as an organizing framework 
that presents diversity as both a goal and an outcome of inclusion meas-
ures that favour belonging. Diversity is attained in an environment in 
which diverse people are represented, acknowledged, and considered as 
a powerful force and are not singled out, excluded, or preferred based on 
the characteristics of their group. As a result, they feel like they belong. 
This framing is well suited to a study of citizenship at work in which one 
must be included as a subject of citizenship.

In Chapter 4, we assessed the lack of diversity in game development 
via demographic statistics. In this chapter, we carried on with surveys on 
perception. We showed what is being poorly done and what is not being 
done but could be done in terms of inclusion measures, and what is felt 
and not felt in terms of belonging.

According to our data, some initiatives exist towards obtaining differ-
entiation in the workforce, but we cannot assert the existence of a diverse 
workforce. First, many early obstacles continue to hinder the ability of 
girls (N. Taylor, Jenson, and Castell 2009; Weststar and Legault 2018) 
and less privileged children (Tokumitsu 2015) to get acquainted with and 
develop high skills in gaming.

Second, if they nevertheless make it to a job in game development, in-
formal social rules within the industry establish unequal power relations 
between the majority who belong and some minority groups who do not. 
Arbitrary processes and discretionary decision-making in management 
support these power relations. Discretionary decisions based on per-
sonal criteria leave room for personal preferences, social networks that 
gather together similar people, and exclusionary practices, and thus dis-
crimination. As game development studios are an iconic offspring of the 
anti-bureaucratic movement (see Chapter 1), they are the home of youth-
ful, able-bodied, White cis men who are free of caring responsibilities 
and free to dedicate much of their time to their projects (Hester 2018). 
Unchallenged normative stereotypes and “outdated attitudes” foster 
assumptions about the targeted group members’ game knowledge and 
competence. Members of minoritized groups have a harder time mak-
ing discretionary mechanisms work for them and therefore have fewer 
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recourses available to them. They do not have the needed “social cap-
ital” that “star” developers hold, nor the trump cards that are acquired 
through the embedded socialization of inner circles.

Third, while social laws guarantee a formal “equality of rights,” mem-
bers of marginalized groups who make it through to the workplace will 
be reluctant to take any recourse because of the importance of main-
taining one’s reputation in an environment of relentless job hunting. A 
path to passive citizenship may appear to exist, but it is a hard road in 
practice.

Our citizenship framework (see Chapter 1) also raises additional eth-
ical considerations. There is a growing demand for democracy at work 
and the right to participate and be consulted. This allows workers to mo-
bilize both their labour power and a richer set of human ideas, inputs, 
and positions about the management of the workplace and about justice 
and fairness (Budd 2004a). Yet this demand cannot be universally met if 
some demographic groups are not subjects of citizenship in the same en-
vironment. In this re-enchanted post-bureaucratic workplace, we wonder 
as does Bulut: Who is free to “enjoy” (2020a, 23–29) working in it? If it is a 
dream job, whose dream is it? In an environment in which the participa-
tion of minority group members is reduced or exploited, stereotyped as-
sumptions and normative behaviours are free to take hold, denying these 
workers citizenship and relegating them to second-class citizen status. 
Hammar (2022) makes this point in using the concept of labour aristoc-
racy to illustrate how the privileges of game workers at the “core” are 
built on the exploitation of those in the “periphery.”5 The case of equity, 
diversity and inclusion is exemplary of the lack of citizenship in the VgI.

In canvassing our data from the last fifteen years, we note that re-
sponses to diversity-related questions became more polarized and less 
neutral after Gamergate. With subsequent industry scandals and broader 
social movements like #MeToo, #BlackLivesMatter, and decolonization, 
views on these issues have become increasingly definitive. An increased 
assertiveness in respondents’ answers regarding diversity, both positive 
and negative, could result in a beneficial long-term outcome for the indus-
try, insofar as it propels a diversity agenda and/or compels individuals or 
companies toward positive action. This requires continued monitoring. 
We must recall that only 19 percent of respondents in 2019 felt that there 
was “equal treatment and opportunity for all in the game industry,” even 
though many felt that diversity had increased over the years.

5. Hammar’s focus is primarily on the internationalization of the game industry and the 
super-exploitation of workers in the Global South by imperialist companies in the Global 
North; however, his discussion also includes the disadvantaged position of migrant and im-
migrant workers and racialized workers within domestic contexts.
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As it stands, there is limited evidence that employers are setting for-
ward efficient policies and programs to bring about a more diverse 
workforce and more equitable environments. At the very least, the data 
presented in this chapter suggest that there is both an opportunity and 
an imperative to act on rampant sexism, and to bring in certain policies 
and formal changes to workplace culture, including:

•	 policies	to	favour	more	widespread	access	to	gaming	for	girls	
and less privileged children;

•	 incentives	for	greater	diversity	in	game	content;	
•	 measures	for	employers	to	seek	and	foster	diverse	applicant	

pools;
•	 efficient	equal	opportunity	hiring	policies	that	aim	toward	

achieving and maintaining a critical mass of members of a min-
ority group, without occupational segregation; 

•	 efficient	and	extensive	anti-harassment	and	anti-discrimination	
policies, including effective recourse, designed to ensure a safe 
and equitable working environment; and

•	 work–life	balance	policies	and	changes	in	the	organization	of	
work consistent with a real balance. 

We have documented the point of view of VgDs, and yet this study 
remains limited for not having delved deeper into HR decision-making 
process. It is challenging to gain access to organizational data, but such 
empirical studies are useful to see how particular discretionary decisions 
vary regarding gender or ethnicity, in order to conduct deeper analysis of 
occupational hierarchies or examine additional demographic categories 
such as sexual orientation or disability. Such research endeavours are 
sorely needed, though burdened with many practical obstacles.



C o N C l u s I o N

As we stated in the Introduction, we started this research project to dig 
into the state of citizenship at work in the private creative sector, which 
has adopted the practice of project management. We studied the VgI 
as a case, aiming to assess citizenship at work in this sector and the im-
portance of the project-based organizational context to the contempor-
ary redesign of work and the resulting state of working conditions. This 
builds on the previous research by Legault and colleagues into by-design 
IT services to businesses, which drew our attention to the importance of 
project management in the contemporary redesign of the organization 
of work.

We conclude this book with reflections about the state of citizenship 
at work among VgDs and the deficits faced by workers in private sector 
project-based knowledge work, who participate very little in the regu-
lation of their working conditions and work environment. We call for 
new or renewed systems and institutions to close the citizenship gaps in 
the contemporary employment landscape. Yet, even as we acknowledge 
these deficits, we also argue for the need to revise the theoretical con-
struct of citizenship to account for a fuller range of participatory activ-
ities, participating actors, and regulatory spaces. In this we join a larger 
call to identify and promote greater mechanisms for democracy at work 
and, indeed, humanity in work. Increasing worker citizenship at the 
local and social level is a contributory means to achieve the greater goals 
of economic bicameralism, democratization, decommodification, and en-
vironmental remediation called for by Ferraras and colleagues (Ferraras 
2017; Ferraras, Battilana, and Méda 2022).

The Four Components of Citizenship at Work

In practice, citizenship at work requires a degree of organizational dem-
ocracy such that the governance mode of HRm can reconcile between 
property rights and labour rights by balancing three core principles: 
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efficiency (in operations), equity (fairness in treatment and procedure), 
and voice (meaningful employee input). Having a voice turns workers into 
actors in the regulation of their work. From the viewpoint of the welfare 
state, citizenship at work refers to the exercise of state power to enforce 
laws, institutions, and practices that shape and regulate markets and 
communities—including workplaces—to achieve this balance. Historic-
ally, researchers in the mid-twentieth century concluded that society had 
progressed on the road of what was then called “industrial democracy” 
in observing four important gains of the labour movement (see Table 1.1):

•	 policies	and	programs	to	protect	against	economic	insecurity	
and the risks of lost income,

•	 recourses	against	arbitrary	decisions	and	ways	to	influence	
local decisions regarding work and working conditions,

•	 participation	in	the	local	regulation	of	labour	regarding	critical	
issues, and

•	 participation	in	the	broader	social	regulation	of	work,	industry,	
or sector.

However, the nature of work has changed considerably from the Ford-
ist era. In this book we have used the case of VgDs to argue that indus-
trial democracy has been eroded and that citizenship at work is elusive 
for many workers, particularly those in project-based environments in the 
private sector. Borrowing from the conceptual terms of Bosniak (2000, 
2003), this is because they are not recognized as citizens in the environ-
ment (subjects), they have no say regarding certain important issues (ob-
jects), or there is no space or territory within which they can exercise a 
voice (domains).

Three economic forces increased the level of economic risk workers 
bore in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries: the increasing 
“financialization” of the economy, rapidly changing market demand, and 
the widespread diffusion of flexible work practices (Neff 2012, 7). The 
VgI embodies all three. Consequently, VgDs face important citizenship 
challenges with respect to the risk of losing their employment income, 
whether because of firing, layoffs, illness, injury, the birth of a child, or 
so on.

Even when hired as employees, VgDs are supposed to engage in pro-
jects in the same manner as do entrepreneurs, bearing the plight of eco-
nomic or market variations. In many senses they are “entrepreneurial 
workers,” that is, entrepreneurs of their own career and employability, 
in a context that favours those who are better equipped to manage risk. 
This has a knock-on effect on the workforce’s (lack of) diversity.
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However, these workers are clearly not entrepreneurs as far as profits 
are concerned. The VgI offers many temporary, intermittent, and pre-
carious jobs, as well as high levels of mobility due to project management 
practices. Constant underlying job insecurity makes VgDs dependent on 
immediate and future colleagues, clients, and managers. If they fail to 
maintain a reputation and a network, get training, and maintain employ-
ability, they are at risk of being sidetracked.

Project management means long hours and bulimic patterns of work-
ing. Some VgDs enjoy employment stability in some large studios, but 
generally there is poor coverage when health problems or retirement 
come. VgDs are generally not unionized, and existing associative bod-
ies tend to serve the business interests of the industry. Therefore, VgDs 
have little opportunity to play an active public policy role—for instance, 
in commissioning independent health risk research that would be a 
prerequisite to establishing protection and compensation. The lack of 
specific research and advocacy considerably constrains progress on pro-
tection. When dissatisfied with the health risks of their working condi-
tions, VgDs face poor options. They can turn to a less prestigious project 
at a smaller company; turn to part-time, temporary or contract work; 
accept the minimum employment standards; or leave the industry al-
together. The few protections that are shared by most VgDs have come 
from social laws and as such are an object of passive rather than active 
citizenship.

Passive citizenship through state laws is a start, but it is inferior to 
actively negotiated mechanisms that can be tailored to suit all workers 
in a particular environment. In the VgI, state-based protection systems 
are not adaptable to the specific context of game development and many 
workers fall through the cracks. In some cases, the cracks have been ex-
plicitly created. In many jurisdictions, employers have used their rep-
resentational power to exempt VgDs from the prevailing standard. VgDs 
have no counterpart. Some highly rated workers and “star” developers 
can negotiate working conditions beyond minimum standards. But these 
systems and practices only widen the gap between “the haves and the 
have-nots,” increasing arbitrariness, reducing universal citizenship, and 
contributing to inequity and the individualization of risk.

The individualization of risk constitutes the basis of the major change 
that project management represents, because the pervasive financial risk 
in the games market is ultimately transferred to workers through the 
“iron triangle” of projects (see Chapter 2) in which working time is used 
as an “adjustment variable,” while budgets, deadlines, and deliverables 
are fixed. In this context, VgDs face risks without protection. Working 
time management is a discretionary decision-making process and VgDs 
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do not have a say in its regulation (see Chapter 9). This privatization of 
risk is part of a deficit in workplace citizenship.

At minimum, a democratic workplace would set forward voicing 
mechanisms for workers. More so, it would include means for workers 
to influence local decisions regarding their working conditions. Instead, 
we have uncovered a host of instances in which VgDs must cope with 
discretionary decision-making processes that advantage some and dis-
advantage others and in which an ability to negotiate is based on “mar-
ket value.” We have documented citizenship gaps regarding NCAs and 
NDAs, IP and game crediting systems, performance evaluation policies, 
compensation systems, working time, access to training, internal as-
signment to projects, and any recourse to discipline and discharge (see 
Chapters 6 and 9). In general, VgDs are forced to consent and commit to 
“given” conditions in their environment and they have limited access to 
the real players who shape the context of their work. Due to financializa-
tion, project funders hold the strings, but are not accessible to workers as 
legal employers (Legault and Weststar 2021).

In addition to disadvantaging individual workers, such gaps in citizen-
ship leave room for exclusion and preference based on arbitrary criteria 
that work against diversification in the industry (see Chapter 10). The VgI 
labour force still mostly consists of youthful, able-bodied, White cis men, 
without child or elder care responsibilities. Even in countries where laws 
guarantee a formal “equality of rights,” members of marginalized groups 
who make it through to the workplace will be reluctant to exert any legal 
recourse (even if they are provided for free) because of the importance of 
worker reputation in an environment of relentless job hunting.

VgDs have engaged in a range of voicing and resistance activities (see 
Chapter 7). However, few of these actions have allowed game workers to 
become legitimate and long-term participants in the work regulation pro-
cess. To date, the means they use are insufficient for creating an institu-
tional framework that accords workers a meaningful influence over the 
decisions that affect their work and working conditions. Industry majors 
maintain their hold over the social regulation of work, and they are the 
ones consulted in public policy debates. VgDs are early in their union-
ization project and most of them are not protected by a union. As such, 
they do not yet have a robust collective voice in the local or public policy 
debates surrounding work-related issues. They remain in a passive, or at 
best reactive, role as opposed to participatory actors in the regulation of 
the workplace (Budd 2004a, 2004c; Kaufman 2004).

We conclude that VgDs experience significant gaps across the four 
components that characterize citizenship at work. VgDs are not subjects 
of citizenship as defined by Arthurs (1967) because they are not union-
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ized. Nor are they citizens as defined by Marshall (1964), since they are 
denied the protection of some “universal” labour laws such as the regula-
tion of working time. Some VgDs who have high market power can ne-
gotiate over certain objects, and some individuals or groups of VgDs can 
sometimes enjoy some rights in some places or over some objects (such 
as when they undertake collective actions against a particular employer, 
when they run successful social media campaigns, when they threaten a 
particular employer with leaving, or when they can negotiate an advan-
tageous salary or a bonus or reprieve from crunch time). In this, they can 
enjoy a locus of citizenship here and there, but none of these are guar-
anteed or formal. This does not make these workers subjects within a 
citizenship domain; rather, they are merely successful individual achiev-
ers in a certain time and place. On top of that, due to both demographic 
and occupational characteristics, older workers, women, and members 
of other equity-deserving groups, artists and testers, outsourced workers, 
and those working at small or capital-poor companies become second-
class citizens and face additional challenges when compared to the 
uniquely skilled White cis male programmer in a large, self-reliant AAA 
studio. Moreover, if VgDs enjoy formal processes where they exist in one 
studio but can also move to a studio where there are none, their situa-
tion is one of sporadic citizenship and an incomplete domain across the 
industry.

Citizenship at Work Requires Organizational Democracy

Within the VgI is applied a new form of management and organiza-
tion of work that challenges the labour institutions and the traditional 
HRm designed for bureaucracies or mass production. In this, VgDs do 
not enjoy the representation that characterizes fair procedure: pro-
cesses are one-sided, VgDs’ points of view are not considered, and there 
is no feedback process that leaves room for correction. Non-unionized 
workers are left with an approach inspired by liberal non-intervention 
(Armbrüster 2005)—a system of individual representation that amounts 
to little more than “free market” bargaining power. If parties are free to 
contract as they wish, the law of supply and demand supposedly pro-
vides for automatic adjustments, balance in the job market, and optimal 
outcomes. Unfortunately, there is no such symmetry between the par-
ties, and workers have only minimum standard labour laws to protect 
them (Fudge 2005). In the meantime, employers can lobby governments 
to change laws (or leave them as they are) (for example, in the case of 
overtime exemptions) (Legault and Weststar 2017) or hire experts to rep-
resent them before the courts—all of which can keep working conditions 
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poor (Budd 2004c). If sought-after VgDs have more leverage, this just 
illustrates the primacy of the market principle.

Is such “market citizenship” the only form of citizenship foreseeable 
in a reorganized, globalized labour market (Kaufman 2004, 607–8)? Not-
withstanding a love for their work, the risk, arbitrariness, and absence 
of voice experienced by VgDs has become a critical matter of work regu-
lation that we argue is inherent to a project management environment.

VgDs and workers like them are denied access to a procedural justice 
framework (see Chapter 6). We observe a general absence of constant 
and consistent policies based on known criteria and an absence of the 
ability for stakeholders to voice their concerns and receive an explana-
tion regarding decisions. We note the opportunity, seemingly random, to 
voice concerns on an individual basis that is sometimes formally planned 
and at other times dependent on the initiative of individual workers, the 
style and approach of producers and managers, or circumstances such as 
friendship or happenstance. To overcome these deficits and achieve true 
sustainability and humanity at work, we call for new or renewed sys-
tems and institutions to better deliver citizenship in the contemporary 
employment landscape.

The application of co-determination models and systems of procedural 
justice could be expanded, strengthened, and mandated through em-
ployment legislation. We noted that joint committees do exist in some 
places, but employee participation is more likely to be found in decision- 
making related to organizational performance (such as about production 
processes or content) than in issues of governance or HRm. We have not 
encountered any dispute resolution procedure for any of the objects at 
stake. Both process and decision are controlled by management. It is true 
that both HRm departments and producers can be open to VgDs’ input 
and voice. Voluntary non-union workplace procedures allow for some 
voicing mechanisms, typically as “open door policies” under the em-
ployer’s control. But in the absence of formal appeal systems, decision 
processes are strongly biased in favour of efficiency over equity or voice. 
At any time, an employer can unilaterally disband these mechanisms, 
particularly if profitability and efficiency are at stake (Budd and Colvin 
2005). This does not mean that all HRm procedures are used under-
handedly to undermine employees’ rights. Rather, the fairness of the de-
cision-making process largely depends on managerial goodwill and can 
thus vary considerably.

Public policies and state social laws must also be reformed to close 
the loopholes of existing exemptions (such as for overtime pay) and to 
better protect equity and the ability for individual workers to contest 
decisions (such as in cases of wrongful dismissal or discriminatory pay). 
The complaints-based procedure is flawed, since precarious workers 
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reliant on maintaining a strong reputation are unlikely to complain, not 
to mention their inability to purchase equivalent legal expertise to that 
of their employers (Vosko and Closing the Enforcement Gap Research 
Group 2020). VgDs face mobility costs that are in no way symmetrical 
with those of employers. Also, universal laws are not customized for pro-
ject-based environments and offer no protection for internal decisions 
such as assignment to projects, access to training, discipline, evaluation, 
compensation, or crediting.

Above and beyond these possible solutions, collective bargaining 
through unionization remains an important mechanism to promote or-
ganizational democracy. It is increasingly seen as a place of citizenship 
for VgDs, although VgDs do not easily find their place in the “old” unions. 
The nature of the employment relationship has changed since the ori-
ginal conception of industrial citizenship (Arthurs 1967) and the role 
of the local union. The creative modes of action taken by VgDs are just 
one among many indicators for union renewal that is necessary to build 
relevancy and legitimacy with contemporary workers. With respect to 
the highly mobile, project-based knowledge worker of the VgI, the ideal 
form of union representation does not singularly exist. As such, game 
developers, like many other workers, are actively experimenting to find 
the form of collective action that will address their circumstances.

The contemporary practice of citizenship at work requires conditions 
for alternative or expanded modes of workplace regulation to better pro-
tect VgDs that would also apply to other knowledge workers in project- 
based settings. First, funders must be recognized as important actors of 
the bargaining system. Second, new regulatory forms must acknowledge 
that very important stakes transcend the borders of individual work-
places, individual employers, and, increasingly, nation states. These in-
clude communities of interest, portable rights, unstable employment, a 
porous boundary between work and private life, holding down several 
precarious jobs simultaneously, and mobility across studios and between 
the status of salaried employee and self-employed worker. Third, labour 
and representational institutions must tackle the public policies and 
sector-wide issues that are major concerns for workers.

On these points, as workers are increasingly called upon to harness 
their creativity and autonomy to the corporate yoke, there is a growing 
demand for democracy at work and the right to participate and consult. 
VgDs are proud of committing to their creative work with their whole 
self, so there is no surprise in their wish to voice their concerns about 
their immediate working conditions and the industry.

Indeed, VgDs show great interest in taking part in a broader spectrum 
of issues that influence the social regulation of their work (see Chap-
ter 8). These include overtime regulation, tax credit policies (and their 
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important consequences on local employment and employment stabil-
ity), and the granting process of state funding and support policies (and 
the conditions that could be attached regarding the quality of jobs cre-
ated, equitable representation of demographic groups, and ethical stan-
ces in HRm). They wish to influence work-related issues and industrial 
and business policies, the planning around the development of the eco-
nomic sector, and the regulation of the products of the industry. They are 
concerned with policies that influence a more widely defined working 
activity and cover grounds like the blooming of creativity, self-actual-
ization, the social responsibility of game creators in portraying ethnic 
groups and genders, and the like. As Keogh (2023, 102) argues, a “nas-
cent collective politics of gamework” is beginning to emerge which could 
challenge and redetermine the structure and nature of the videogame 
filed even outside of the formalized commercial “industry.”

In this, VgDs are part of a larger group of workers in the high-tech, 
white-collar work environment who seem more readily provoked by 
strategic issues that relate to customers, vendors, suppliers, the commun-
ity, or the world at large. These include social justice issues such as trans-
parency, accountability, fairness, equity, diversity and inclusion, climate 
change, and the ethical implications of technology in society (Ferraras, 
Batt i la na, and Méda 2022; Marculewicz, Model, and Thompson 2021; 
Phi li pu pil lai 2021). The precarity of creative and high-tech labour is also 
a prominent issue.

There are illustrative cases of this activism. Google workers protested 
the firing of members of the ethical artificial intelligence team (Nieva 
2021) and over contracts with the US military (Shane and Wakabayashi 
2018). The website of the Alphabet Workers Union at Google reads: “Our 
union … strives to protect Alphabet workers, our global society, and our 
world. We promote solidarity, democracy, and social and economic jus-
tice.”1 The website of CODE-CWA reads: “We use our collective strength 
to improve conditions for temp, vendor and contractor workers; to fight 
against the unethical use of our labour; to end hiring, wage, and reten-
tion discrimination; and to ensure that our work is a benefit to our so-
ciety, not a burden.”2 A trigger in the wave of organizing among digital 
journalists was maintaining editorial independence from corporate con-
glomerates and protecting the provision of local news (Cohen and de 
Peuter 2020). Tech, professional, and other workers increasingly focus 
on gaining access to their company’s executive leadership, board of dir-
ectors, and other stakeholders to address key social justice issues. For 
instance, across the labour movement we see growing activism directed 

1. Alphabet Workers Union: https://alphabetworkersunion.org
2. CODE-CWA: www.code-cwa.org
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toward pension plan governance and exposing the operation and influ-
ence of private equity firms (Appelbaum and Batt 2015; Baker, Corser, 
and Vitulli 2019; Coleman-Lochner and Ronalds-Hannon 2021; Skerrett 
et al. 2018).

Emergence of New Subjects, Objects, and Territories 
of Citizenship

While we call for changes that will bring “industrial” citizenship to con-
temporary workers, our analysis of the case of VgDs has made it clear 
to us that the conceptual model of citizenship at work also needs an 
overhaul.

The unionized subjects of industrial citizenship existed only as mem-
bers of a collective subject: the trade union. They acquired their power 
by entrusting a collective stakeholder with the authority to represent the 
collective interest. In gaining the right to negotiate they gave up their 
individual power to do so. Unions generally lay claim to a set of identical 
rights for all the workers they represent, as they aim to achieve equal 
rights in opposition to the employer’s arbitrariness.

VgDs are a different kind of citizen, wanting to be both collective and 
individual subjects. VgDs have a common collective interest, but an in-
dividual one as well. They have adopted modes of representation that 
are both individual and collective, although in different proportions. In-
dividually, they hold market citizenship, due to their strategic position. 
This power can be very strong for some objects, at certain times, but very 
weak for others. Collectively, they participate to some extent in the local 
regulation of their work, with respect to certain objects. But their par-
ticipation is ad hoc; they do not participate as a matter of course. Since 
they are not protected against discretionary decision-making, not always 
protected against risks, and never protected against the transfer of busi-
ness risk, we would conclude that they are, at best, a stakeholder without 
guarantees and that they do not take part in the substance of traditional 
citizenship.

However, knowledge workers want a new substance. For instance, 
they want individual merit to be reflected in pay and certain benefits. 
They want a share of the added value created by their intellectual contri-
bution, through reputation or merit, prorated to their market value. Like 
performing artists, they favour a multilevel compensation structure in 
which the first level is universal and minimal, and the second is variable 
and merit based. A system of this kind will generate unequal benefits 
but is preferred for that very reason. In these environments, the sub-
stance of citizenship at work is a blend of different types of logic, giving 
certain basic rights to all, while demanding other market-based benefits 
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for some. This is a key distinction between the substance of citizenship 
at work in contemporary creative communities and that of the old model 
of industrial citizenship. It could be described as a form of hybrid cit-
izenship: industrial in terms of the negotiation of minimum conditions 
to limit arbitrariness, market-based in terms of individual merit-based 
negotiation, and social democratic in terms of its aim to follow workers 
from one contract to the next, in both time and place.

The citizenship at work model also needs to transcend the limits of 
the liberal concept of industrial citizenship, acknowledge the existence 
of inequity among workers and workers-to-be, and make the subjects of 
citizenship part of the analysis instead of assuming that where there 
is citizenship, every worker enjoys its benefits. It needs to address the 
problem in which some workers can be second-class citizens within an 
ostensibly protective system at the regional, national, and international 
level. To ensure diversity in the VgI—that is, a state of things in which 
the social groups of the wider environment are represented and feel like 
they belong—inclusive actions aimed at attracting and retaining a di-
verse workforce are needed. An effective and extensive anti-harassment 
policy, including effective recourse, is imperative to ensure a safe and 
equitable working environment. Besides banning and punishing harass-
ment, it is important to prevent it by setting out the conditions to avoid 
it. These include increasing the general representation of groups and 
spreading their presence throughout the workplace, avoiding gender 
segregation in teams and projects, ensuring easy interaction between 
groups by maintaining a critical mass of members of a minority, which 
allows them to blend into the crowd, and ensuring that workers feel like 
they belong. In the present state of things, it is far easier for able-bodied, 
White cis men who do not have caring responsibilities to feel as though 
they belong. Other groups experience more differentiation than divers-
ity, being concentrated in specific roles.

This study of VgDs also reveals that debates over policies, funding and 
regulations, game content, game industry events, and spaces of inter-
action are domains of citizenship in which participation in the social 
regulation of the industry is called for. However, VgDs fail to achieve the 
status of citizenship in those spaces because the decision-making power 
is concentrated in the hands of a relatively small, interconnected, and 
elite group of employers. Taking part in the networks of power that lie 
behind the enactment of policies and events is critical to the expansion of 
citizenship at work and may involve a broader range of social actors than 
just trade unions (see Chapter 8).

The union is the hallmark of industrial citizenship. It generally estab-
lishes a set of working conditions that apply locally, with a single em-
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ployer or at a single worksite. VgDs need a new territory for citizenship 
at work. Benefits tied to an employer or to a specific jurisdiction have 
little relevance to project-based work settings where knowledge work-
ers are highly mobile. The priority must be one of nationally and inter-
nationally portable rights. This starts with the model of a sector-based 
system of certification for highly mobile workers, such as that enjoyed by 
performing artists or building trades workers, but that continues to push 
past the limits of any national territory.

Nieborg and de Kloet (2016) applied Mosco’s (2009, 158) concept of spa-
tialization—“the institutional extension of corporate power in the com-
munication industry”—to examine the European game industry, arguing 
that a full understanding requires close examination of regional, national, 
and international political economies and macro-economic contexts. We 
would add that such analysis is also critical in broadening the theoretical 
lens of citizenship at work, particularly the scope for participation in the 
social regulation of labour. For the labour organizing of VgDs, it appears 
that the distinction between participation in the local regulation of work 
and participation in the social regulation of work is less theoretically rel-
evant, and thus VgDs must find a form of labour action that is different 
from standard union operating protocols. VgDs’ formal and informal in-
dustry collectives, and connections across cognate industries, blur the 
boundaries between the local and social regulation of work. Actions led 
by both formal and informal groups in a sustained or ad hoc fashion are 
shaping the game ecosystem and contributing to the social regulation of 
work. We hope that our lens of citizenship at work can complement ex-
isting historical and contemporary investigations into game production 
studies (M. J. Banks, Connor, and Mayer 2016; Keogh 2023; Kerr 2017; 
Sotamaa and Švelch 2021), regulatory spaces (Perks 2021), and cultural 
intermediaries (Browne and Schram 2021; Parker, Whitson, and Simon 
2018) to better ascertain the complex interplay of voices that shape the 
game industry and to spur more work in this area.

Can Studying Videogame Developers Shed Light on Other 
Knowledge Workers?

We have presented important features of project-based work in the pri-
vate creative sector of the knowledge economy (see Chapter 2) to make 
our case that our conclusions on citizenship at work among VgDs will be 
highly applicable to other workplaces, at least in the relevant geograph-
ical area. Indeed, the conditions described in Chapter 2 are common to 
this larger sector of employment and have become prominent features of 
the future of work spreading out across the economy. The employment 
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practices shared by workers in the private creative sector situate them in 
an indefinite zone on the verge of entrepreneurship, with all the ensuing 
risks. As the product is original, there is always uncertainty about the 
production process and its outcome, and thus a risk of failure. Project 
management forces the constraints of the “iron triangle” and the use of 
unlimited working time as a buffer against the unexpected. Workers are 
assessed based on results instead of conformity to norms, even when suc-
cess or failure does not lie with them. Constantly scouting for jobs, they 
must maintain a good reputation in the eyes of peers, clients, and man-
agers to remain employable. While teamwork and reputation building 
require many behavioural skills, these skills are poorly considered in as-
sessment and pay. Parents of young children, and mostly mothers, often 
withdraw from these sectors. All these common features make a good 
case for generalization.

However, some features of the VgI (see Chapter 3) keep us from hastily 
generalizing our conclusions to the private creative sector as a whole 
(for example, the very high risk of commercial failure, the persistence 
of uncertainty until a very late stage of development, the blend of tech-
nology and art in the daily work, and the resulting importance of IP and 
restrictive NCAs and NDAs). Moreover, the financialization process of 
games is an attempt to counterbalance the high risk by setting up a top-
to-bottom chain of risk transfer: first from funders to employers through 
a system of the “closed budget envelope,” tightly linked to periodic prog-
ress and results, and second from employers to workers via pressure for 
unlimited and unpaid overtime. Workers, who are often compensated 
poorly, carry on for “future returns.” In this, the discourse of “working 
out of passion” helps to seal workers’ attachment to the work and to the 
identity of the creative labourer; and an attitude and mindset that is a 
blend of bohemianism and entrepreneurialism contributes to the rejec-
tion of any labour institution protection.

This is not to undermine the generalizing power of the framework we 
have developed, but to remain cautious and invite more research in other 
sectors that we have not investigated. Indeed, many workers could likely 
share in the concerns of VgDs. An industry-specific pension plan is one of 
the demands of VgDs and in this they join many groups fighting for pen-
sions and other benefits: music video dancers, adjunct professors on col-
lege campuses, fast-food workers trying to unionize, and New York jazz 
musicians pressuring non-union nightclubs (Neyfakh 2014). We also see 
other workers experimenting with alternative representational forms. 
In 2014, a group of US dancers got a multi-employer, industry-wide con-
tract that covered all music videos produced by major record labels, even 
though they all worked for subcontractors, as opposed to being direct 
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employees of the record labels bankrolling the videos. In the fashion in-
dustry, the Model Alliance serves as a support centre for models—most 
of whom are classified as independent contractors—and asserts public 
pressure to help protect them from inhumane working hours, malnour-
ishment, and sexual harassment. Significant victories include a 2013 
New York law extending child labour protections to underage models 
and the recently passed New York Fashion Workers Act, which regu-
lates management agencies and provides labour protection for mod-
els and other behind-the-scenes creatives (Phelps 2022). The National 
Guest worker Alliance, founded by Saket Soni, has leveraged workplace 
activism, media, and consumer, legal, and political pressure to fight for 
immigration reform. It also seeks to force companies that are higher in a 
value chain to the bargaining table, in addition to immediate employers 
(Eidel son 2013). Soni has more recently founded Resilience Force to sup-
port and defend the rights of often migrant labourers who follow climate 
disasters for work.

These workers might seem like they have nothing particular in com-
mon. But behind their disparate organizing efforts is a profound eco-
nomic shift. More and more working people, at all levels of income, are 
operating in a gray area in terms of their employment status and are 
mobilizing for public policies. Research on work in the private creative 
sector highlights a number of relatively stable risk factors shared by 
VgDs: a preponderance of temporary, intermittent, and precarious jobs; 
long hours and bulimic patterns of working; the collapse or erasure of 
the boundaries between work and play; poor pay; high levels of mobility; 
informal work environments and distinctive forms of sociality; and pro-
found experiences of insecurity and anxiety about finding work, earn-
ing enough money, and “keeping up” in rapidly changing fields (Banks 
2007; Banks et al. 2000; Batt, Christopherson, and Rightor 1999; Caves 
2000; Christopherson 2002; Christopherson and van Jaarsveld 2005; 
Gill 2002, 2007; Gill and Pratt 2008; Jarvis and Pratt 2006; Kotamraju 
2002; McRobbie 2002, 2003; Neff, Wissinger, and Zukin 2005; Perrons 
2007; Taylor and Littleton 2008; Ross 2003; Kennedy 2008). 

From this point of view, there is a need for researchers to survey the 
situation of citizenship at work in other project-based sectors of pro-
duction, to broaden the scope of our conclusions, if appropriate, and to 
adjust the concept itself to the new claims of citizens in project-based 
organizations.

Where formal unionization seems out of the question for millions of 
workers, the labour movement has begun to experiment with new possi-
bilities for how workers might negotiate for better conditions. These 
ways harness collective action without the official bargaining rights that 
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made unions powerful in the past. Such developments, actors, and in-
stitutions need to be incorporated into the logic of any new citizenship 
model.

Theorists of the network organization cannot easily disregard the con-
stant tension between liberal HRm practices, with or without employee 
voice, and the persistent grounds of a “labour problem” (Reed 2005). 
Stakeholders can show enough disruptive power to convince businesses 
that they cannot be ignored, and they can appeal to broad social val-
ues that attract political support (Heckscher et al. 2003b). A perception 
among workers of procedural unfairness leads to dissatisfaction, a lack 
of motivation and cooperation, noncompliance, conflicts, and distrust in 
management (Bobocel and Gosse 2015; Ko and Hur 2014; Shapiro and 
Brett 2005). Unfair procedures may carry the seeds of an organization’s 
destruction, leading workers to rise up or to subvert a decision that was 
forced on them (Conlon, Meyer, and Nowakowsky 2005).

Conversely, real commitment, knowledge sharing, teamwork, and re-
sponsiveness to clients need more than the “instrumental compliance” 
generated in a climate of threat, fear, and individualism (Heckscher et 
al. 2003a; Ko and Hur 2014). Should performance metrics be needed, 
a review of 183 empirical studies of organizational justice suggests that a 
perception of fairness and distributive and procedural justice is a strong 
predictor of outcomes such as job satisfaction, commitment, an accept-
ance of authority, a reduction of withdrawal behaviours, and perform-
ance (Colquitt et al. 2001). All forms of participation can build trust 
between employees and employers. Furthermore, direct participation 
can enhance performance through increased job satisfaction and motiv-
ation due to fulfilled individual needs for personal growth and develop-
ment (Kaufman and Levine 2000).

Limits of Our Research

Before closing the process of reflection that guided this book, we must 
acknowledge some limits to our data and scope. Because we recruited 
respondents on a voluntary basis, we do not pretend to have statistical 
representation of the international population of VgDs. First, though 
they are evenly distributed among publisher-owned AAA studios, third-
party studios, and indie studios of various sizes, our study of citizenship 
at work assumes the existence of an organizational context, an employ-
ment status, and a minimal hierarchy of authority and decision-making. 
As a result, the portrait that we draw is one of workers in medium and 
large studios and will not precisely reflect the situation of small and 
very small indie developers or the self-employed VgD. The situation of 
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self-employed or independent developers remains to be examined thor-
oughly, as they are important actors in the industry and not inherently 
separate from employed developers (see Keogh and Abraham 2022; 
Keogh 2023). The frontiers are blurred between these worlds, and actors 
can navigate in and out of both. We are just adding our contribution to 
the larger enterprise of grasping the political economy of the industry. 
As we noted previously (see Chapter 3), large studios producing AAA 
games will not necessarily represent the business model of the future; 
platform games and games-as-a-service are on the rise and have a dif-
ferent production process. Moreso, some gamemakers are “carving new 
paths to game creation and distribution” which could disrupt or subvert 
dominant models (Anthropy 2012, 18; Keogh 2023).

Second, we cannot pretend to report the full reality of many countries 
that are nonetheless very active in the VgI, like Scandinavian countries, 
Japan, and South Korea. Though there are no reliable population statis-
tics for the industry, we are quite sure that the distribution of respondents 
to our online surveys does not represent their weight in the total global 
employment, nor does it ensure an even geographic coverage. As ex-
plained in the Introduction, our analysis of citizenship at work among 
VgDs is most applicable to the VgI of Canada and the United States, with 
reasonable expectations of generalization for the United Kingdom, Aus-
tralia, and New Zealand, and with greater caveat to Europe. 

Third, we collected enough information to assert that the VgI is an 
unevenly distributed domain of citizenship, not a uniform one. But we 
cannot establish the precise portrait of where we can find citizenship and 
where we cannot. Part of the VgI is an obligation-free zone, but we need 
more research to define its contours. The significant mobility of VgDs 
combined with an uneven distribution of conditions means they will 
alternate between periods of citizenship and its absence.

Last, our review in this book has been far ranging, but it is not com-
plete. The picture we have taken reflects the dominant scene of console 
games that are based on an editorial logic (Kerr 2017, 16), that is, funded 
by publishers who own IP. This world is moving towards a platform logic, 
producing games that start as free-to-play or are built as games-as-a- 
service (Dubois and Weststar 2021; Weststar and Dubois 2022). The pro-
duction process is different, games are more customizable, an important 
part of the work consists of maintaining a close relationship with an on-
line community of players, and the funding sources include more crowd-
funding. This new scene must be constantly studied to keep tabs on the 
state of citizenship at work—not to mention, VgDs’ own efforts to claim 
citizenship are developing and evolving every day in a zone of active ex-
perimentation with representational forms.
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Figure 4.3  
What is your current view of job opportunities in the game industry? (2014–19)

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2014, 2019

d A t A A P P e N d I x

Introduction
Table 0.1
Membership and Participation in the igda (% of respondents) (whole sample: 
2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2019)

Membership 2014 2015 2016 2017 2019

Member of the IgDA 36 23 40 33 41

Not a member, but plan to become one 14 9 9 14 8

Not a member, but have been in the past 22 14 15 16 22

Never been a member 28 52 36 37 28

Participation

There is an IgDA chapter in their area — 47 60 59 57

Attended an IgDA event in their area 53 34 45 45 43

Attended an IgDA event at conferences — 31 41 37 43

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2019
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Table 4.3
Distribution of Vgds (% of respondents) according to sexual orientation, 2015–19

Reporting being 2015 2019

Heterosexual 81 79

Gay or lesbian 4 4

Bisexual 13 12

Other 3 5

Source: Weststar, Legault, Gosse, and O’Meara 2016, 10; Weststar, Kwan, and Kumar 
2019, 12

Table 4.4
Distribution of Vgds (% of respondents) according to ethnic origin, 2015–19

Reported being 2015 2019

White/Caucasian/European 76 81

East/South East Asian 9 8

Hispanic, Latino, Latina, Latinx 7 7

Black/African American/African/Afro-Caribbean 3 2

Aboriginal/Indigenous 2 5

South Asian 2 4

Arab or West Asian 2 2

Pacific Islander 1 —

Other 1 5

Source: Weststar, Legault, Gosse, and O’Meara 2016, 8; Weststar, Kwan, and Kumar 2019, 13
Note: Totals do not add to 100% because respondents could select multiple categories

Table 4.8
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “In general, how 
important would you rate the following?” (2015–19)

(Somewhat and very important) 2015 2019

Diversity in the workplace 62 83

Diversity in the game industry 66 85

Diversity in game content 72 87

Source: Weststar, Legault, Gosse, and O’Meara 2016; Weststar, Kwan, and Kumar 2019
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Table 4.10
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Do you have any 
children?” (2004–19)

 2004 2009 2015 2019

No 77 73 78 65

Yes 23 27 22 35

Source: Legault and Weststar 2012b; Weststar, Legault, Gosse, and O’Meara 2016; Weststar, 
Kwan, and Kumar 2019

Table 4.11
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) according to age categories of 
children (2014 and 2019)

 2014 2019

No children 73 71

Preschool children 16 15

School-aged children 13 13

Adult children 2 5

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2014, 2019

Table 4.12
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “I feel that I’m 
constantly behind at work and at home and never have enough time for either” 
(2009–19)

 2009 Aggregated 2014 Aggregated 2019 Aggregated

Strongly agree 11
41

12
40

15
44

Agree 30 28 29

Neutral 22 24 21

Disagree 31
37

27
36

26
34

Strongly disagree 6 9 8

Source: Original data from IgDA QoL 2009; DSS 2014, 2019
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Chapter 7
Table 7.1
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Management seeks 
my input and acts on it” (2009, 2014, 2019)

2009 2014 2019

Strongly agree 11 11 24

Agree 37 35 33

Neither agree nor disagree 29 28 25

Disagree 15 15 11

Strongly disagree 8 10 7

Source: Original data from IgDA QoL 2009; DSS 2014, 2019

Table 7.5
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “If a vote were held 
today to form a union at your company/studio, how would you vote? (2014–19)

Managers Developers (from Table 9.6)

2014 2019 2014 2019

For 45 40 48 52

Against 32 21 25 9

No opinion or prefer not to say* 9 35 14 37

I would not vote at all 13 3 14 2

Source: Adapted from Tô, Legault, and Weststar 2016, 33; with original data from IgDA 
DSS 2014, 2019
* The wording for this response option changed across the three surveys. Actual language 
pursuant to each survey was “no opinion or prefer not to say” (2009), “prefer not to say” 
(2014), “don’t know or need more information” (2019).
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Table 8.2 
Tax Credit Regimes across Canada/Other Provinces

Year Credit Amount and Details

Nova Scotia: Digital Media Tax Credit

2008–2021 •	 The	lesser	of	50%	of	eligible	Nova	Scotia	labour	expenses	or	
25% of total expenditures made in Nova Scotia

•	 Plus	regional	bonuses—products	developed	outside	the	
Halifax Regional Municipality yield a 10% bonus credit on 
labour expenditure or a 5% bonus credit on total expenditures

•	 Cannot	stack	with	federal	SR&ED

2007 •	 17.5%

Manitoba: Interactive Digital Media Tax Credit

2008–2022 •	 40%	when	a	corporation	pays	at	least	25%	of	the	salary	and	
wages to employees who are Manitoba residents for the 
project period

•	 As	of	June	30,	2016,	35%	when	a	corporation	that	pays	less	
than 25% of its wages to Manitoba employees, still incurs 
labour expenses of at least $1 million more than government 
assistance related to those expenses

•	 Stacking	allowed	subject	to	certain	rules

Prince Edward Island: Innovation and Development Labour Rebate Program

Present •	 Rebate	of	25%	of	eligible	labour	expenses	to	a	maximum	of	
one year of eligible expenses

Newfoundland and Labrador: Interactive Digital Media Tax Credit 

2015–Present •	 40%
•	 Cannot	stack	with	federal	SR&ED

Alberta: Interactive Digital Media Tax Credit

April 2018–2019 •	 Was	25%;	program	cut	in	2019	budget
•	 Cannot	stack	with	federal	SR&ED

Sources: Avery and Cornell 2016; Canada Revenue Agency 2019; Dryden 2019; email cor-
respondence with Erin Dalton, Audit Manager, Alberta Department of Finance (July 22, 
2019); Government of Prince Edward Island (n.d.); Interactive Digital Media Tax Credit 
Regulations (n.d.); Newfoundland and Labrador Income Tax Act*; Nova Scotia Department 
of Finance 2011; Nova Scotia Department of Finance and Treasury Board 2018
* Legislative Assembly of Newfoundland and Labrador: Income Tax Act, 2000, Regulation 
84/15—Interactive Digital Media Tax Credit, www.assembly.nl.ca/legislation/sr/ 
regulations/rc150084.htm
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Table 8.3
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “What is the role of 
the igda?” (whole sample: 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2019)

2014 2015 2016 2017 2019

Networking and community 78 68 77 75 78

Professional development 45 41 48 44 49

Advocacy 41 44 53 52 52

International outreach 21 22 29 37 31

Don’t know 16 17 12 14 13

Other 3 8 6 2 4

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2014, 2015, 2016, 2017, 2019

Figure 8.1 
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “How would you 
rate the overall effectiveness of the igda?” (whole sample: 2014, 2015, 2016 
2017, 2019)
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Table 9.1
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Have you 
experienced crunch time in the past two years?” (2014 and 2019)

2014 Aggregated 2019 Aggregated

No 21 21 36 36

Once 19

80

17

64Twice 19 11

More than twice 42 36

Source: Legault and Weststar 2015a, 16; original data from IgDA DSS 2019

Figure 9.2 
Distribution of answers to the question: “How many hours per week on average 
do you actually work when in crunch time?” (2004–19) 
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Figure 9.3 
Distribution of answers to the question: “On average how many weeks per year 
do you crunch?” (2009–14)
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Figure 9.4 
Distribution of answers to the question: “On average how many weeks in a row 
do you crunch?” (2004–14)

Source: Legault and Weststar 2015a, 27
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Table 9.5
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Do you feel that 
crunch time is expected at your workplace as a normal part of your job?” 
(2014–19)

2014 2019

No 35 41

Yes 54 44

Not sure 11 15

Source: Legault and Weststar 2015a, 17; original data from IgDA DSS 2019

Table 9.6
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “What are the top 
three reasons that crunch happens at your company?” (2014 and 2019)

2014 2019

Poor/unrealistic scheduling 62 65

Feature creep 44 —

Unclear expectations 40 31

Inexperienced management 31 25

Not enough people on the team 30 30

People do it voluntarily 27 28

Changes from external stakeholders (i.e., publisher, head office) 26 17

Inexperienced team 17 11

Changes from within the studio 16 9

Software problems (i.e., slowness, not having the needed tools) 14 14

It is mandated as part of the schedule 12 3

Changes from within the team 11 12

Turnover within the team 6 5

Turnover among managers 4 —

Physical problems (infrastructure, computer hardware) 4 4

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2014, 2019
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Table 9.8
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the statement: “I am judged more 
by the hours I put in than by the quality of my work.” (2009–19)

2009 Aggregated 2014 Aggregated 2019 Aggregated

Strongly agree 7
20

11
22

6
15

Agree 13 11 9

Neutral 22 22 18 18 18 18

Disagree 39
57

32
60

31
67

Strongly disagree 18 28 36

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2009, 2014, 2019

Table 9.9
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the statement: “I worry that 
the time I spend with my family diminishes my chances of promotion/
advancement.” (2009–19)

2009 Aggregated 2014 Aggregated 2019 Aggregated

Strongly agree 6
21

8
31

7
25

Agree 15 23 18

Neutral 20 20 18 18 20 20

Disagree 37
58

30
50

32
56

Strongly disagree 21 20 24

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2009; DSS 2014; DSS 2019

Table 9.10
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Have you ever been 
denied a vacation/been asked to cancel a vacation you’d already scheduled?” 
(2009–19)

2009 2014 2019

Been denied a vacation 22 21 —

Been asked to cancel a vacation you’d already scheduled 24 15 59* 

Been denied promised time off in lieu — 20 19

Source: Original data from IgDA QoL 2009; DSS 2014, 2019
* In 2019 the self-employed were asked: “Have you ever had to cancel or reschedule a vaca-
tion or other time-off because of project demands?” Their responses are included here.
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Table 10.1
Distribution of answers (% of respondents) to the question: “Does your company/
studio/school have any of the following equality and diversity related policies 
and procedures?” (2015–19)

Policies and procedures 2015 2019

General non-discrimination policy 58 70

Sexual harassment policy 51 62

Equal opportunity hiring policy 52 59

Formal complaint procedure 29 36

Formal disciplinary process related to equality and diversity 
policies

24 30

Safe space — 21

Retention measurement process 13 13

None 11 8

Don’t know 22 22

Source: Weststar, Legault, Gosse, and O’Meara 2016, 31; original data from DSS 2019
Note: Columns do not total 100% due to multiple response allowances

Table 10.2
“Does your company/studio/school have any of the following equality and 
diversity related programs?” (2015–19) (% of respondents) 

Programs 2015 2019

Partnerships with community colleges, groups, or nonprofits to 
foster a pipeline of diverse candidates

12 17

Partnerships with community colleges, groups, or nonprofits to 
foster game developer skills and competencies among diverse 
candidates

11 16

Retention measures or programs such as on-boarding, mentoring, 
or professional development programs to retain diverse talent

11 16

Targeted marketing or advertising to diverse demographics 6 12

Programs or partnerships to foster new product or service ideas 
and innovations from diverse groups

6 7

None 33 38

Don’t know 33 27

Not applicable/decline to answer 13 7

Source: Weststar, Legault, Gosse, and O’Meara 2016, 31; original data from DSS 2019
Note: Columns do not total 100% due to multiple response allowances
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Figure 10.2 
Distribution of income by gender, 2015
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Figure 10.3 
Distribution of income by gender, 2019

Source: Original data from the IgDA DSS 2019
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Figure 10.4 
Distribution of income by ethnic group, 2015
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Figure 10.5 
Distribution of income by ethnic group, 2019

Source: Original data from the IgDA DSS 2019
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Table 10.4
Vgds’ dependents, 2019 (% of respondents)

Men Women

No children 65 78

Pre-school children 14 9

School-age children 19 11

Adult children 7 7

Responsible for an elderly parent/relative 11 15

Source: Original data from IgDA DSS 2019
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