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ABSTRACT 
After a setback due to the dotcom-bubble at the beginning of the 21

st
 century, the tech sector is today again a red 

hot place for pursuing a career. Much of this popularity can be accredited to the image that companies of this 

sector enjoy as workplaces with great opportunities for creativity, self- fulfilment and self-expression. Also, strong 

cultures and generous benefits add to the image of the dream-job. This study aimed to question this image by 

exploring experiences and attitudes of employees working within the mobile game development industry, a sub-

industry of the tech sector. In order to achieve this, a successful mobile game development studio was studied at 

close range through observations and interviews with 25 individuals of various roles within game development. On 

this material, the theoretical frameworks of employee engagement and work motivation were applied to assess 

how personally and emotionally engaging work is within this context. 

Findings both confirm and nuance the public image of mobile game development as a place to work. This study 

finds support that the environment and atmosphere surrounding the work in large lives up to the public image of 

the industry; culture is strong and drives personal and emotional involvement in work and the good of the 

company. Within the work tasks themselves however, the free-spirited, ad-hoc creativity and opportunities for 

self-fulfilment promised in the public image seem delimited by a set of organizational circumstances, among them 

strategic decisions on company-level. Work demands alignment with directions chosen by the company, that by 

some are perceived as limiting to creativity, self-fulfilment and excitement. In this, the study identifies a risk in a 

possible discrepancy between expectations on work and the actual experience of it. Finally, the study finds signs 

that the strength in atmosphere and culture can outweigh these perceived limitations in creative space and 

demands of alignment, and so adds to research asserting the potential and value in a strong culture. 

KEYWORDS  
Mobile game development, creativity, tech sector, employee engagement, work motivation, mobil spelutveckling, 

kreativitet, teknikbranschen, motivation 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 BACKGROUND TO STUDY 

A single job offering today in the United Kingdom generates an average of up to 160 

applications in some industries, according to a survey conducted by High Fliers Research 

(2015) on roughly a hundred companies well-known among graduates. When Google posts a 

job offering, that number is above 1000 (O’Donnell, 2014). This would have been unthinkable at 

the turn of the millennium. The IT sector and the technology that it tried to make use of had 

exposed markets to a devastating financial bubble. An overly optimistic belief in the potential of 

the internet and technology related to it had led to an inflated growth, that by the end of the 

crisis had left the labour market sceptical of it as a viable and safe career to pursue (InfoWorld, 

2013). The fates of companies such as boo.com and pets.com had an effect on enrolment in IT-

related education such as information systems and computer science, which experienced a 

steep decline in 2000 and 2001 (Panko, 2008). 

Fast-forward a decade and a half, and the tech sector is red hot again. There is no arguing 

about the popularity of technology firms such as Google, Apple and Facebook among job-

seekers: They rank among the top 30 most popular US employers in the Universum Student 

Survey (Universum Global, 2014). And these are just the most famous examples. Out of these 

top 30, six are tech or IT companies. Something in the job offering of these companies has 

raised them to a very high degree of popularity as employers, despite a bad reputation in the 

beginning of the 00s.  

One thing is that creative capability and innovation are constantly portrayed, advertised and 

discussed as pillars of these businesses. The MIT Graduating Student Survey (MIT GECD, 

2011) finds that the top three factors that raise interest in a particular job is creative and 

challenging work, fit with the company’s culture and the opportunity to have an impact. And 

these companies seem to allude to these interests. Pace of innovation is high it is said, which 

paints the picture of workplaces with creative, competent individuals with great room for self-

realization and impact on their company’s future (Slater, 2015). Also, the corporate cultures of 

these companies have received attention for their work benefits, flexibility and trusting attitude 

(O’Donnell, 2014). 

A branch of this movement is mobile game development. Games played on a mobile phone 

now constitute a growing share of mobile application downloads (Dataspelsbranschen, 2015) 

and actors range from small, independent, one-person projects, to larger companies with 

hundreds of employees. The proposition to potential employees is similar - a creative and fun 

environment, even a job that lets you work with your passion or hobby, since gaming is a 

common pastime. The industry is exposed to a high pace of innovation, as users - players in 

this case - have a low barrier to switching to other companies’ games. Therefore, there is a 

constant need to publish new games that retain the interest of the players (Gamesindustry.biz, 

2013). This paints the picture of employees with an entrepreneurial responsibility of contributing 

to this pace. 

Little by little, the image of a dream-job emerges. And so far, this image has remained almost 

entirely unquestioned. But the challenge of retaining the interest of players is also applicable on 

employees. As a company with a work proposition like the one just described, there is much to 

live up to. And with these expectations, a risk emerges: The situation where these expectations 
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are not lived up to, with disappointment and disillusion as possible results. This risk is worth 

paying attention to, since, just as players of a game, employees can move. And, with another 

analogy to players, these companies rely on their employees to recruit new people. 

These companies do not seem to have a struggle in attracting people, but is it the same factors 

that once caught their attention that also make them stay after being hired? Moreover, it is 

interesting from an academic point of view to explore and investigate an industry with such a 

well-known public profile; What are employees’ views of a work environment that the outside 

world views as so fun, creative and self-realizing? As it happens, practical experience at one 

game development company had given rise to these very questions. 

1.2 PROBLEM STATEMENT 

A game studio at this company - the case business unit of this study - which had been 

responsible for developing and maintaining one of the company’s most successful games, had 

seen a slight decline in survey-measured employee engagement. Also, managers expressed a 

concern about future enthusiasm of employees, and pointed out retention of staff as a relevant 

challenge. The company was a very popular employer at the time of the study, attracting a mass 

of interest and applications from students and graduates, promising a creative and fun work 

environment. Meanwhile, its home sector - the games industry - was also gaining rapidly in 

popularity and attention in the public eye, on the labour market and in academia. 

At the time of the study, the success of the company was highly visible, and employees were 

enjoying the fruit of this success both in shape of a performance-based reward system and 

generous work benefits. All along, the game was catering to a player base in the size of millions 

and was generating a substantial share of its mother company’s revenues, continuously being 

acknowledged for doing so. 

1.3 PURPOSE AND AIM 

The purpose of this research was to explore the phenomenon of engagement and retention 

concerns in the contemporary and popular mobile game development sector, with the aim to 

support the case studio in their efforts to maintain and engage their staff. In doing so, the study 

challenged the popular image of this industry as a workplace. It both sought to explore the 

phenomenon through existing research, as well as add and derive new theory from it. To direct 

and guide the study, three research questions were posed: 

1. What are employees’ attitudes towards work in a successful game development studio? 

2. How do these attitudes compare to the popular view of a game development studio as a 

place to work? 

3. What can these attitudes say about the game development industry as a place to work 

and its ability to retain its staff? 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
To approach the phenomenon and the research questions, the first part of the study was 

dedicated to a literature review. In this, different research fields were explored in order to find 

suitable knowledge and theories to help in addressing the research questions. This resulted in a 

theoretical framework that aided the interpretation of observations made during the study and 

enhanced the intelligibility of the results. Also, a solid foundation and understanding of these 

theories was crucial to be able to pinpoint where the study contributed with new knowledge. The 

first issue to address was the decision of which perspective to adopt on the phenomenon. How 

were the gathered material and the case studio environment to be interpreted? 

2.1 FINDING A SUITABLE FRAMEWORK 

In other words, a measure or framework was needed that covered dimensions such as attitude, 

general well-being and contentment with work. However since this study also sought to question 

the public view of an exciting workplace open to pursuit of passion and self-fulfilment, 

dimensions that go beyond general satisfaction were required. Fulfilment, pleasure and 

involvement beyond physical presence and execution of work tasks were thus desired 

dimensions. Finally, and most importantly, a framework was sought that had a relationship with 

staff retention, the likelihood for an employee to stay with her employer. 

Some theories within organizational psychology were explored. Job satisfaction was one of 

them. Spector (1997) defines it simply as the degree to which an employee is content with her 

work. Theories such as equity theory (Huseman, Hatfield and Miles, 1987) describe job 

satisfaction as the ratio between perceived gains from work and the perceived effort put into it. 

Several attempts have been made to expand the concept, among these Thompson and Phua 

(2012) with the introduction of affective job satisfaction. While a relationship to retention has 

been demonstrated (Tett and Meyer, 1993), job satisfaction’s behavioristic heritage is however 

difficult to escape, and only in rare cases covers aspects such as personal involvement beyond 

physical presence (Weiss, 2002). Job satisfaction is often accompanied by organizational 

commitment. Commitment may complement satisfaction with dimensions that go beyond 

contentment to include personal and emotional involvement, however mainly assesses 

involvement in the organization’s cause (Tett and Meyer, 1993). While this is relevant, to a large 

extent it omits the assessment of commitment to the work itself. Schein’s organizational culture 

concept is relevant in that it both predicts retention (when culture is healthy and strong) 

(Sheridan, 1992) and is useful for analyzing and questioning the positive public view of work 

noted earlier in this chapter. Schein’s (1992) model of organizational culture as the behavior of 

organizational members on three levels - artifacts, espoused values and underlying 

assumptions - is a comprehensive analytical framework indeed. There was a risk however, that 

it was so broad that personal involvement and retention, two foci of this study, would become 

peripheral and only bi-products of the analysis. Nevertheless, single and situationally useful 

aspects of culture theory are. 

A construct which proved to be highly employable in this context was employee engagement. It 

seems to predict job satisfaction to a great extent (Wollard and Shuck, 2011), as well as 

possess some relationship with organizational commitment. It further offers dimensions that 

touch on emotional and personal aspects in employees’ attitudes towards work. Its theory 

contains attributes and features of work itself, rather than solely focusing on organizational 

features. Very importantly, it has also been shown to have an influence on employee turnover, 

which will be addressed below. In addition to this, it was one of the measures that the case 
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company used for assessing general state of staff in the form of regular surveys. This gave an 

extra point of reference in the interpretation of the study’s results. Below follows an introduction 

to the construct employee engagement, and a review of the theories from it that were used in 

this study. 

2.2 EMPLOYEE ENGAGEMENT 

2.2.1 HISTORY OF ENGAGEMENT AND WORKING DEFINITION  

Employee engagement has its roots in work psychology through the work of Kahn (1990). In his 

study of two different workplaces, he explores how the employees of these express or withdraw 

themselves from their work. Through this, he distills a set of psychological conditions that seem 

to have some prognosticating relationship to workers employing themselves physically, 

cognitively and emotionally in their role performances. He conclusively describes engagement 

as “the harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles”. Paired with this also 

comes a reasoning about its antithesis: disengagement. Maslach and Leiter (1997) reason that 

employee engagement corresponds with positive scores on the Maslach Burnout Inventory, a 

survey tool they had developed some years prior. Maslach, Schaufeli and Leiter (2001) go on to 

conceptualize engagement as the positive antithesis of job burnout. Schaufeli in Maslach, et al. 

(2001) begs to differ though in the measurability of engagement with the survey tool and puts 

forth his own definition as a “persistent, positive affect-motivational state of fulfilment in 

employees that is characterized by high levels of activation and pleasure”. A relationship to the 

organization’s goals is apparently not included in his definition. 

Shuck and Wollard (2010) and Valentin (2014) argue that the concept gained much popularity 

when studies in the early and mid 2000s started arguing in favor of a relationship between 

employee engagement and business performance/outcomes. One of the first studies to hint to 

this relationship was Harter, Schmidt and Hayes (2002), who in a meta-study explore the 

relationship between engagement levels aggregated to business unit and the performance of 

these units. In this, they use “the individual’s involvement and satisfaction with as well as 

enthusiasm for work” as their working definition (Harter, et al., 2002). The business-unit-level 

engagement measures were obtained through the Gallup Workplace Audit (The Gallup 

Organization, 1999), which includes items very similar to Kahn’s (1990) conditions of 

psychological meaningfulness and availability. Among their contributions was the relevance 

they proved in the business-unit-level as a focus for study. 

Following this, research focused more on finding specific characteristics and features about 

work, that could be enhanced and leveraged, very much with a job design-perspective. 

Research had already through Harter, et al. (2002) taken a nudge towards the practical, and 

this trend was enforced by works by for example May, Gilson and Harter (2004). According to 

Shuck and Wollard (2010) theirs was the first study to test Kahn’s (1990) theories empirically. 

On to Saks (2006) who states a worry that engagement, with a lack of empirical evidence of its 

effects on performance, is turning into a fad. He therefore empirically tests antecedents that 

have occurred in other research. Saks (2006) furthermore distinguishes between job and 

organizational engagement and in so doing takes a stand-point opposing many coming 

engagement studies with a practical focus. These, for example Czarnowsky (2008), include 

organizational alignment in their definition. “Engaged employees are mentally and emotionally 

invested in work and in contributing to their employer’s success” (Czarnowsky, 2008). 
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One should pay due note to the fact that the seminal works have not shared the definition of 

employee engagement, apparent from the analysis above. For clarity, this study saw it as 

important to decide on a working definition. Since this was an empirical study, it did not seek to 

further conceptualize or develop the construct. Instead it aimed to employ its theories to 

understand a practical phenomenon and in so doing develop knowledge. So, an actionable 

definition that was easy to comprehend and relate to for interviewees and the researcher was 

needed. Kahn (1990)’s definition is deemed to fulfil these criteria well, and still seems relevant 

since it forms a base upon which all of the seminal works discussed above build. Thus, 

engagement was regarded as 

“the harnessing of organization members’ selves to their work roles and employees’ 

physical, cognitive and emotional employment and expression of themselves in their 

work roles” 

2.2.2 ENGAGEMENT OUTCOMES  
So far definitions, but why is it desirable to have engaged workforce, and why is the concept 

useful in this study? As briefly stated before, engagement’s popularity is explained largely 

through the effect on business outcome that Harter, et al. (2002) point towards. Several studies 

have pursued and tested this relationship ever since. Among them, Xanthopoulou, Bakker, 

Demerouti and Schaufeli (2009) are prominent in trying to establish this association. An 

inextricable circumstance that should be mentioned and that limits the generalizability of its 

results however, is that its sample population is manual labourers. Attridge (2009) also argues 

for the business outcomes of a highly engaged workforce. He claims to find evidence in several 

case studies that point towards the correlation between employee engagement and financial 

performance of a company. Highly engaged employees “work with passion and feel a profound 

connection to their company” (Attridge 2009, p. 387). 

The focus of this study however renders the relationship to retention and employee turnover 

more interesting. Kahn (1990) suggests in a predictive manner that engagement has an effect 

on turnover intentions of employees. Shuck, Reio Jr and Rocco (2011, p. 442) find evidence for 

this claim and state that when employees are affectively committed to their place of 

employment, feel their work is meaningful, and perceive that they have appropriate resources to 

complete their work, they are less likely to have an intention to leave. And surely, it is an 

understandable and uncontroversial thing to suggest. Engaged employees develop an affective 

bond with their organization (Shuck and Wollard, 2010), predicting intention to turnover 

successfully (Macey and Schneider, 2008). Compare that to the instrumental relationship 

between employer and employee of for example job satisfaction theory (Spector, 1997). A 

person who is emotionally and personally involved in work will certainly have a more difficult 

time to convince herself to leave, than someone with an instrumental relationship. 

2.2.3 ENGAGEMENT DRIVERS 

From reviewing the engagement literature, it becomes increasingly clear that much of what 

Kahn (1990) presented as underlying psychological drivers of engagement, and the job 

characteristics that have an influence on them, have survived scrutiny and still emerge as valid 

and useful. Crawford, Rich, Buckman and Bergeron (2013) support this view with a meta-study 

that finds substantial empirical support for many of the antecedents that Kahn (1990) deduced. 

As stated earlier, identifies three basic prerequisites that seem to have an influence on the 

degree that employees involve personally, emotionally and cognitively at work. Engagement 

depends, according to Kahn (1990), on how much meaning it adds to an employee to be 
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involved, how available she is to do so, and how safe it is for her to do so. This psychological 

safety refers to the risks associated with engaging. Negative consequences to self-image, 

status or career for involving personally create bad conditions for engagement. Predictability is a 

key factor here, with inconsistent or threatening situations acting as depriving to engagement. 

(Crawford, et al., 2013). Psychological availability concerns the readiness and capability to 

engage at a given time, and the factors influencing that readiness. Affecting availability 

positively are aspects that prepare and keep employees capable of investing personally in their 

work. Aspects that consume the energy to do so act in an opposing manner. This mainly has to 

do with distractions within and outside work that consume emotional or cognitive energy but do 

not contribute to adding meaning or enrich the work experience in any way. 

Psychological meaningfulness concerns, according to Kahn (1990) (exposing an interesting 

similarity to equity-theory) the return on investment or involvement of the employee’s self in the 

performance of her work role. This may be within either of the dimensions cognitively, 

emotionally or personally. Significance is another factor; making a difference and having an 

impact on other people is claimed to drive engagement. There is also a dimension of 

expectations within this. Kahn (1990) connects low feelings of meaningfulness in an employee 

with feelings that expectations on them are low. Meaningfulness further has dimensions that 

concern self-image and self-expression. On the note of self-image, Kahn (1992) claims that 

opportunities for employees to express their preferred self in their work role is an antecedent of 

engagement. Thus, it is not overly controversial to see engagement as a proxy for how self-

fulfilling work is, whether it is through creativity or some other activity, although there are 

certainly limitations to this simplification which need to be borne in mind. Nevertheless, this is 

how it will be used in this study. 

2.2.4 CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF ENGAGEMENT 

A number of issues with the discourse as it has evolved have already been brought to light, the 

first of which is the construct validity issue. With the disagreement that has existed in what 

dimensions the construct actually entails, how it is defined and how it should be measured, it is 

difficult to regard all research done in the field as one body of knowledge to tap into and draw 

conclusions from. This however seems to be the case and could also be the reason why the 

concept has reached such a high status and popularity. If every study investigating the 

relationship between some interpretation or dimension of engagement and business outcomes 

is taken into consideration, then sure the case is clear: No one can afford to neglect employee 

engagement. Doing so however poses a risk of assigning attributes to the concept that it simply 

cannot live up to. It is doomed to cause disappointment and misdirected effort. In this study, this 

is seen to through the decision on a working definition and theories that have stood the test of 

time and by using research discriminately. 

In this way, employee engagement is taking on characteristics of a management fashion. There 

certainly exists what Giroux (2006) defines as pragmatic ambiguity in the management concept 

of engagement. The collection of different antecedents and outcomes offers a wide range of 

actions to take, making the concept attractive to a broader crowd. Engagement as a HRM 

concept or incentive program also tantalizes with its interpretative viability (Giroux, 2006) in that 

every organization can define and promote their version of the concept. Also in the sense of 

Abrahamsson and Fairchild (1999) it resembles a fashion: It had a long period of dormancy, that 

is, latency after its introduction and then diffused rather rapidly when being embraced by the 

practitioner community. What seems to speak against its status as a management fashion 

though is the relatively sustained actuality it has enjoyed since its surge in the mid-00s. 
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Engagement surveys are still one of the most common tools for companies to use to assess the 

state of their workforce. The subject company of this study belongs to this group, which actually 

made the framework of engagement even more relevant to apply to the case company. 

The conclusion from this is that one should be aware of the weight and trust one puts in the 

management idea of employee engagement. Valentin (2014, p. 487) supports this idea in 

saying that there is a risk that “the discourse has talked engagement into being”. That is, the 

vast academic and practical discussion on the concept has created an image of the employee 

that is idealistic and unrealistic. Companies using may be striving towards and ideal that is 

either impossible to attain or expects too much from employees. 

Recently such concerns have been raised as who the benefitor and receiver of employee 

engagement is: the organization or the worker? As most writing on employee engagement has 

focused on its performance outcomes (Shuck and Wollard, 2013), the risk is that employee 

experience and description of engagement is neglected. A risk is that vital perspectives are 

overlooked, that could be essential to further the research field. Somewhat related, Truss, et al. 

(2013, p. 2666) question the “win-win” relation between employee and employer that is often put 

forward as one of the key merits of engagement. This dynamic, they claim, strengthens 

ideological divide and power relationships between managers and workers. It seems, at least to 

some extent, that one side’s wins are receiving less attention. Another risk, supported by 

Valentin (2014), is that the discourse creates an artificial description of the “engaged employee”. 

In this they may be creating an unattainable ideal that is far from reality but nevertheless serving 

as a benchmark and again leads to misguided efforts. 

It further seems that engagement may be eligible for criticism for being manipulative and 

building on a behavioristic “carrot and stick” approach. Jenkins and Delbridge (2013) describe 

the “hard approach” of engagement as HR interventions instated solely with the purpose of 

raising business performance. It seems, in Jenkins and Delbridge’s (2013) study, that many 

companies regard engagement as just another set of “carrot and stick” methods, with the stick 

removed. Engagement runs the risk of becoming just another set of HR interventions to 

increase business gains. Robertson and Cooper (2010, p. 324) support this stance in claiming 

that the current focus of engagement literature is based on what they call ‘narrow engagement’, 

the resources and factors that are most likely to benefit the company. Engagement can thus be 

seen just as manipulative as Marcum (2000) claims motivation to be.  

These critiques towards the concept do not make the framework of engagement any less useful 

or suitable in the context of this study. They are presented to indicate awareness of the 

concept’s limitations. 

2.3 WORK MOTIVATION THEORY 

2.3.1 HISTORY OF WORK MOTIVATION  

While engagement is the main theoretical field employed in this study, a construct that also 

proved useful was work motivation, mostly from its connection to creativity. Dating back to 

Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs and Herzberg’s (1959) Two-Factor Theory, the concept has 

a long history. In the latter one, work aspects are divided in two categories: hygiene factors and 

motivators. Having gained little empirical support (Jex & Britt, 2008), it has nevertheless laid the 

foundation for subsequent theories, such as job characteristics theory (Hackman and Oldham, 

1980), which concerns motivating characteristics in the job itself. Motivation theory certainly 

deserves some suspicion and criticism too. It has been claimed, among others by Marcum 
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(2000), to still have a notable behavioristic heritage. The “carrot and stick”-approach, he claims, 

is limiting and draws attention to single initiatives, from instead building a motivating and 

engaging organizational environment. Related to this, Kohn (1993) claims that motivational 

initiatives (mainly extrinsic) may even be acting detrimental to motivation overall. 

2.3.2 WORK MOTIVATION DRIVERS AND OUTCOMES  
Amabile (1993) however cannot be said to be the subject of these complaints. She addresses 

the interplay between different work factors or job characteristics (motivators) and how they 

reinforce or inhibit each other. In her analysis of motivating aspects of work, she concludes that 

a combination of intrinsic and extrinsic motivators seem to explain more of a motivated work 

force than any single feature or work benefit. Amabile (1993) explains that employees who are 

intrinsically motivated seek enjoyment, interest, satisfaction of curiosity, self-expression or 

personal challenge in work. Extrinsically motivated employees work in order to obtain some 

benefit that is apart from the work itself. And while she does not speak in terms of cognitively, 

personally and emotionally involving, the reasoning is strikingly similar to Khan’s whim (1990): 

Engagement or motivation is not attained by fulfilling a list of prerequisites; it is determined by 

the organizational context and the people within it and emerges as a result of an interplay 

between factors. 

There have been signs in research of work motivation having interesting connections to 

creativity. Ambrose and Kulik’s (1999) findings support that several intrinsic motivators also 

predict creativity, referring to some of the ones mentioned above such as self-expression and 

personal challenge. The other way around seems to bear some reason as well: Latham and 

Pinder (2005) find that employees who are allowed to pursue more creatively demanding tasks 

are more highly motivated. 

2.4 SUMMARY 

Conclusively, one can say that employee engagement is a handy concept if one crystallizes the 

parts of the theory that have stayed reasonably intact throughout its lifetime. Kahn (1990) 

indeed lives up to these criteria. Engagement and its drivers are useful as an analysis tool in 

this study because it includes dimensions such as self-expression, excitement and passion. 

Very much the same attributes are associated with the public image of the industry under 

exploration. Analyzing the work and environment of the case studio from an engagement 

perspective is thus a way to challenge this image. In other words, the work environment is 

supposed to be highly engaging. How engaging is it perceived as by employees in it? It can also 

say something about employees’ intention to stay. Work motivation theory complements with an 

understanding of how intrinsically motivating the work is, that is, how likely employees are to be 

engaged and motivated by the content and character of work tasks, in relation to rewards that 

are apart from it. It can also say something about the tendency and the opportunities for being 

creative and self-expressive. The main concepts and terms brought into the analysis are the 

definition of engagement as the physical, cognitive and emotional employment and expression 

of employees in their work roles, and the framework of three psychological drivers of this 

employment: meaningfulness, safety and availability. From motivation theory comes theory on 

intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.  



 

 9 

3 METHODOLOGY 
This chapter is dedicated to describing the research design of this study. It presents the overall 

approach, the methods used, as well as limitations and how these were addressed. 

3.1 CASE STUDY 

The occurrence and singularity of the phenomenon in focus more or less defined and 

determined the methodological approach of this study. The study had its foundation in an 

empirical observation and since the phenomenon occurred specifically in the organization under 

investigation, it was vital that the context that this organization constituted be taken into 

consideration. Consequently, the choice of methodological approach was by default an 

exploratory single-case study. The study sought to make a modern phenomenon intelligible 

through existing research and make suggestions for possible avenues to pursue in future 

investigations. Therefore a mixed-methods approach was chosen with semi-structured 

interviews as the centre-piece of data. In addition, current theory and research as well as 

observations at the case studio were continuously employed for relating the interview data. 

Initial unstructured interviews were held with employees of the department. These consisted of 

discussions about their work situation, what constitutes a typical workday and numerous 

digressions on aspects of and opinions on work brought up by the interviewees. The purpose of 

using the unstructured interview format was precisely to allow for these digressions and to 

minimize the impact of any preconceptions or prejudice that the researcher might have, risking 

to steer the conversations in a direction that would miss the most urgent thoughts of the 

interviewees. A score of interviews were also conducted with various managers of the 

department, as well as HR-representatives, and other individuals with a stake in the 

department’s work. This collected material also generated interview topics and questions. In 

addition to the unstructured interviews, internal documents on the company intranet were used. 

3.2 SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS 

The semi-structured interviews mentioned first made out the bulk of data gathered in this study. 

The template for these interviews changed slightly throughout the process as a result of new 

themes and topics emerging in previous interviews. Furthermore, it was not a collection of 

questions, but instead consisted of a set of topics that the researcher and interviewee 

progressed through systematically by discussion. In the planning of interviews, it was important 

to define the term attitude occurring in the research questions. This study follows the definition 

of Ajzen (2005). In all simplicity, attitude thus refers to an individual’s opinion, sentiment or 

evaluation of a certain circumstance. Attitudes are uncovered when an individual is obliged to 

take a stand in relationship to something. This something is in theory called the attitude-object 

(Maze, 1973) and can for example be a situation, an event or statement. Consequently, 

interviewees were asked to relate and express opinions on these topics, and so attitudes were 

extracted. It guided the conversation, but still allowed for unplanned explorations of subjects 

and themes that emerged during the interviews. These topics included moments and reasons of 

personal involvement and detachment from work, creativity, culture and future outlook, among 

others. The amount of interviews was not pre-determined in the initial research design. Instead, 

the research sought to reach what Glaser and Strauss (1967) term as saturation in the gathered 

material. At the point when themes and views began to recur, the decision was made to move 

on to the analysis stage, which resulted in a total of 25 semi-structured interviews. These were 
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either recorded with the interviewee’s consent or documented with careful notes, and 

complemented with final, reflective notes. 

The chosen sample consisted of members of the studio that had a longer tenure than six 

months, in an even distribution between the functional roles represented in the department. The 

choice of tenure was done with the intent to have interviewees who had passed the first phase 

of novelty and had started reflecting on their work situation. The different functional roles 

differed in background and so it was important to have an even representation of their views. 

The gathered material underwent what Miles and Huberman (1994) term general analytical 

procedure. First, the data was reduced through a coding process, where data that expressed 

some type of sentiment, opinion or emotion was highlighted and labeled according to the 

sentiment, opinion or emotion it expressed. All data on descriptions of processes or alike were 

left out at this stage. The coded pieces of data were then grouped into larger thematical groups 

of accounts that expressed. The most well-represented themes and topics were then presented 

in the analysis (constituting the sub-sections under 4.2 and 4.3). 

3.3 RELIABILITY AND VALIDITY 

Reliability is generally a challenge in this type of method (Collis and Hussey, 2009). For one 

thing, the single-case study as the term implies is limited to a single organization and thus little 

pretence was maintained that the same conditions be found in other organizations, thus 

implying transferability. Given the explorative character of the study, this was not considered as 

a deficit. The relevance of a study like this remains in any case, since it opens up avenues for 

new research that can be tested in other organizations. Several additional factors influenced the 

reliability in the data that was gathered at the case department, and cement the study’s position 

within the school of interpretivism. The researcher, as an interviewer, most certainly had an 

impact, being seated and embedded with the very studio under study. The quality of data most 

certainly depended on the personal connection the individual interviewees experienced with the 

researcher as an interviewer. Trust was certainly of utmost importance. To mitigate this 

influence, anonymity was guaranteed during the interviews, and an effort was made to 

continuously nurture relationships with members of the studio. Interviewees were also given the 

choice to retrospectively withdraw any statements they had done during the interview. 

However since this study was of an explorative character, reliability was not considered a 

purpose in itself. The purpose of the study was to explore possible explanatory contextual 

features and by no means set out to exhaustively map out every aspect that has an influence on 

engagement in the studio. What was conceded in reliability was instead gained in validity in that 

the interviews gave the opportunity to thoroughly rule out the relevance of the themes and 

aspects that emerged to the study. 

3.4 OBSERVATIONS AND JOURNAL-KEEPING 

Observations also played a significant part. These were made continuously and systematically 

throughout the course of the study. As the researcher was embedded with the studio, it was 

possible to study its work at close range, with the researcher often being highly involved in 

everyday practices and routines. There were two major reasons for employing observations. 

First, in the initial stages to build a basic knowledge about the company and its processes, so 

as to not let this take up valuable time during the interviews. This background rendered the 

ability to discuss organizational issues and concepts on an equal basis with the interviewees. 
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Second, and equally important, it made it possible to put the answers and analysis of the 

interviews into perspective. The observations were documented in a journal. 

Material in this journal included meeting minutes, observations in interactions with staff, 

reflections on culture and atmosphere and included any thoughts or impressions that the 

researcher had during the period of the study. Open coding (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) was 

then applied to this material. Recurring codes were singled out in order to find themes and 

features that were to some extent descriptive of the environment under study. Simply put, these 

were features that could be said to describe the studio, work in it and the organization that 

surrounded it. 

Obviously, subjectivity and reliability were issues in the observations as well, as they were made 

by a single individual. In order to mitigate this influence, journal observations were validated 

with statements from the interviews, among these parts of the interview data that were excluded 

in the first stage of analysis, as described above. Also, several themes were validated with 

studio staff during informal talks and meetings. 

3.5 SUMMARY 

In this explorative single-case study a mixed-methods approach was used, consisting of 

unstructured and semi-structured interviews, and observations documented in a diary. 

Interviews were used to obtain the staff’s attitudes, views and opinions of the work and context 

under study. The journaled observations, after being analyzed and coded for patterns and 

recurring themes, were used to put these views and opinions into perspective. The gathered 

data then underwent what Miles and Huberman (1994) describe as general analytical 

procedure, as well as free coding (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) for the journaled observations. 

The following chapter is dedicated to the fruit of this analysis. 
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4 FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 
This chapter is dedicated to the findings that this study resulted in, together with the analysis of 

them through the theoretical framework on employee engagement and work motivation 

developed in chapter 2. At this point, it is wise to repeat the purpose of the study as the 

challenging of the public view of the mobile game development industry as a highly engaging 

and motivating work and workplace. In this chapter, this is done by analysis of the findings from 

an engagement perspective. 

The chapter is structured into four sub-chapters, which constitute steps in the analysis. The first 

one is a description of the empirical setting based mainly on observations. The second and third 

sub-chapters analyse respectively the positive and negative attitudes of the case studio 

members from an engagement and motivation perspective. The fourth sub-chapter attempts to 

say something about the interviewees’ view of the work and environment in the case studio as a 

whole. This done based on the previous three first sub-chapters, and how this corresponds with 

the public image of this workplace, reaching back to the purpose. 

4.1 THE EMPIRICAL CONTEXT 

This sub-chapter aims to establish background knowledge about the case studio and company. 

This is useful to understand the accounts of interviewees in the subsequent sub-chapter, but 

also contributes to the exploration of the work environment and thus the probing of the popular 

view of the industry as a job and workplace. It is mainly based on observations and internal 

documentation. 

4.1.1 THE CASE STUDIO 

The case studio in which this study was carried out housed roughly 60 people in different roles 

and functions. These included graphical artists, software developers, game designers and 

producers. Producers essentially managed groups of staff, that had different parts of game 

development and production assigned between themselves. The studio staff were responsible 

for the development, production and maintenance of one live game, along with the development 

of some new ones. A vast majority were assigned to the former. A common denominator among 

them was the personal interest in both developing and playing games. Some had it has a hobby 

to play games in their spare-time, others were developing serious projects of their own. In that 

way, many employees were working with something they had a personal connection to. This 

suggests good conditions for personal involvement and consequently engagement, since it 

presumably gave employees what Kahn (1990) would deem as opportunities to “express 

dimensions of themselves in their work role”. One could certainly anticipate a level of fit with 

their self-image and identity. 

4.1.2 THE LIVE GAME 

A live game’s life-cycle was initiated by a development and production phase that ended with 

the launch of the game. After that, the game was kept on offer and available for as long as the 

company found appropriate, continuously over time, day and night. The live game of the case 

studio had been available for over two years, where some employees had been involved even 

before launch in development and production. Its genre was casual games, that is, it was a 

game that could be played with low commitment of time, attention and energy. And so this 

game, as well as the company’s other games, was based on simple game mechanics. 
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The game was divided into levels. A level was passed by fulfilling a set of criteria in it, thereby 

unlocking the next level. New levels were developed by the studio continuously, and sets of 

these were made available to the players at even time intervals. Income-losses had been noted 

as a result if new levels were not released at regular times. Less regularly, more comprehensive 

alterations to the game were made, nevertheless still in compliance with the overall concept, 

mechanic and style of the game. Occasionally, the entire studio was invited to brainstorms to 

spawn ideas for new content. The regular additions to the game along with brainstorms for idea 

generation suggest there were ample opportunities for creative outlet and participation. This 

should have served engagement in the studio positively in that it should have posed 

opportunities for influence on the game and expression of personal dimensions. And 

presumably even more so in the new games that were being developed. 

Any new content going into the live game needed to adhere to a well-defined and delimited 

concept. This concept had been defined mainly before the game was launched, and those who 

had been involved then constituted only a fraction of the total employees in the studio at the 

time of this study. Some of these had left the studio at various points in time. 

The game employed a freemium business-model, which means that it was free to play and 

download without limitations. Instead, income was generated from in-game purchasable content 

that altered the conditions for passing the levels. These revenue sources were subject to 

analysis, with the purpose of understanding players’ in-game behaviors and their reasons for 

spending money in the game. This resulted in a wealth of data, aggregated into metrics and 

performance indices that were used to assess and optimize its revenues. This for example 

included analyzing the impact of a change to the game to the willingness of players to play and 

pay. Some employees were assigned exclusively to the role of handling this data and optimizing 

revenue. 

Finally, the game was delivered to the player on third-party platforms over the web as well as on 

smart-devices through the download of an application. Studios thus had to comply with 

technical and temporal demands set by the suppliers of these platforms. The live game of the 

case studio was considered by the company to have performed very well financially during its 

life-time and had made out a substantial part of its total revenues. This had been acknowledged 

and appraised by the company. Its recurrent players amounted to the magnitude of millions. It is 

safe to say that the game played a strategic role for the company in that it had constituted a 

stable income which allowed risky endeavours in other parts of the company. The revenues of 

the live game in the case studio had remained fairly stable since launch, but were now 

experiencing a slow, overall downward trend. 

4.1.3 THE COMPANY 

The case studio was one of several game studios in the company, all with similar 

responsibilities and games to those described below. The company overall was making a profit. 

Internally, the visual expression of a fun, open and allowing culture was apparent. This 

manifested itself in for example colorful, playful and open office surroundings, leisure 

opportunities such as a table-tennis table, and ample recreation areas. These potential 

distractions to work certainly signaled trust in the employees to perform despite having freedom 

to dispose of their time. It signaled some level of autonomy, which is commonly associated with 

engagement (Crawford, et al., 2013). The company was also very generous with some fringe 

benefits. Free meals, extracurricular activities and conference trips were examples of these. 
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Much attention was paid to work/life-balance and flexible working hours, and for those who 

favored it, there were opportunities for travel. From an engagement perspective, this can be 

seen as abundant non-financial reward and recognition, that is, benefits received as 

compensation associated with a job (Crawford, et al., 2013). Bakker, van Emmerik and Euwema 

(2006) point to a relationship between satisfaction with fringe benefits and engagement in the 

workplace.  

To the outside world, awareness of the company’s existence was rising. It was portraying itself 

as a place where fun, creativity and passion were both descriptions of the work, and 

requirements to be eligible for hire. Work at the company was branded as a lifestyle and 

identity. From an engagement point of view, this description seemed very positive, in that it 

promised work that demanded more than physical presence (Kahn, 1990). The mission of the 

company professed great focus on the quality and entertainment value in the games, and in 

creating and innovating new games that achieved these properties.  

The recruitment of new employees was a rigorous process. Candidates went through numerous 

interviews. Interviewers included HR-representatives, managers and peers in the group that 

were to make the hire. Focus in the interviews rested a lot on how the candidate fit with the 

company values, and so reinforced the external brand described above. The values alluded to 

attributes such as creativity, humility, quality and agility (flexibility). Once hired, new-comers 

went through an onboarding-process that involved general company information and an 

introduction to their destined group. The image of the fun and creative workplace was 

emphasized during this process, communicating an identity of the company as entrepreneurial 

and innovative. According to Kahn (1992), one key factor promoting meaningfulness in a work 

role is the degree of influence that is perceived. The stated entrepreneurial and innovative 

ideals certainly gave a reason to think that employees’ ideas were valued and that there were 

great opportunities for them to influence the future of the company. 
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4.2 POSITIVE EMPLOYEE ATTITUDES FROM AN ENGAGEMENT PERSPECTIVE 

This sub-chapter sets out to analyze material from the semi-structured interviews with 

employees of the case studio, in order to say something about how engaging the case 

environment was. It draws from findings in the previous sub-chapter. Something should be said 

about the structure in which this is presented. The sub-sections below represent the most well 

represented themes or topics in the interviews, that were associated with positive attitudes in 

interviewees, or that were positively relatable to engagement. Quotes that are representative for 

a larger array of statements are incorporated throughout to make the discussion more tangible. 

4.2.1 ATMOSPHERE AND CULTURE 

A view held commonly by interviewees was something that can be summarized as a positive 

atmosphere in the case studio. Interactions were friendly and characterized by respect, as this 

quote states: 

“I think in this studio especially, everybody has a mutual respect for each other.” 

Co-worker relationships were generally seen as good and induced feelings of well-being in the 

employees, which contributed to elevating the experience of work to something more than 

earning a living. Work was seen as something beyond physical presence: 

“I felt very welcome and I think my personality type kind of fit in. So I have made quite a 

lot of good friends [...] it makes the day-to-day sort of fun and enjoyable and just not 

clocking in and clocking out.” 

“I think that the company changed my way to see work completely. Previously work was 

just a way for me to get my salary. Now that I work at the company, it’s much more than 

that, it’s also a way to meet and to speak with very fun people.” 

Some employees attributed this to the reigning culture in the case unit. It can be seen as 

showing that the observed visual expression of a fun and welcoming workplace was reflected in 

employee behaviors: 

“You see us going out having a beer together, or lunch. This is building the team and 

creates a relationship between us so that we can express the culture and we can 

operate in a more friendly manner.” 

The view of an open atmosphere is also supported by notes from observed meetings; the 

overall tone and atmosphere in interactions was open and non-accusing. The following quote 

adds to this view: 

“I think this fact that you are expected to express your opinion even if it’s negative, in an 

open fashion, is very important, because that’s what sets us up for early failure. So it 

means that if something is not working you should realize that at an early stage and act 

on that.” 

A positive atmosphere can be seen as creating conditions for engagement in the light of Kahn’s 

(1990) reasoning around a healthy workplace climate. Glick (1985) describes workplace climate 

as the perception of employees’ working environments, especially in social, organizational and 
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situational dimensions. Kahn (1990) argues that the climate adds psychological safety in that it 

clarifies the organizational norms and expectations on desired employee behavior. 

Schein’s (1992) model of organizational culture bears some resemblance with workplace 

climate. While not the same theory, they share dimensions such as the one just mentioned on 

desired and functional organizational behaviors. (Schein, 1992) argues in favor of engagement 

as an effect of a strong culture. While this is not a cultural study, the above statements in 

conjunction with the next section can be claimed to describe a humanistic and encouraging 

culture, something shown to drive engagement in several professions in a range of criteria 

(Cooke, 1987). 

4.2.2 WELL-BEING AND SUPPORT 

Already hinted in the previous section, another diligently discussed topic where many 

interviewees expressed positive attitudes was the treatment they received from their employer. 

A prevalent sentiment among the interviewees was that the organization took very good care of 

its staff, and went to great lengths in improving employee well-being and their feeling of value. It 

is difficult to pinpoint exactly what factors this well-being consisted of, however interviewees had 

the feeling of being ‘taken care of’: 

“The company treats its employees quite well, compared to some of the places I’ve been 

in the past.” 

This mentioned treatment referred partly to the material benefits such as free meals, working 

hours and extracurricular activities. Moreover, the example in the previous section on free 

expression of negative opinions demonstrates the perception among employees of the 

organization valuing their contributions. The next quote addresses the role of leadership, and 

represents another part of the professed good treatment: 

“My line manager is the leader, but he/she feels more like a supporter.” 

Apparently, there were elements of a supportive culture in the case unit. There were numerous 

testimonies as to how the company and studio catered to and supported the well-being of its 

staff. Observations supported this view: staff were given great flexibility in terms of working 

hours. Social support is what Eisenberger, Huntington, Hutchinson and Sowa (1986) describe 

as the degree to which the organization values its employees’ contribution and cares for their 

well-being, and can be used to understand why the above factors have an influence on 

engagement. As mentioned during another interview: 

“They trust me. They put me on difficult tasks and trust me in completing them in the 

end. There is a lot of responsibility.” 

Social support, when enacted in an organization, contributes to a perception of safety by leaving 

room and permission to the staff to try own endeavours and fail without having to fear 

consequences (Kahn, 1990). While generous work benefits cannot rightly be attributed this 

effect, they can instead be regarded as rewards and recognition, a construct that has been 

claimed to have some relation to Kahn’s (1990) concept of meaningfulness. More specifically, 

while Bakker, et al. (2006) find a negative relationship to engagement in isolated financial 

rewards, fringe benefits (such as the ones identified above), may have a positive impact on 

engagement. 
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Finally, recalling the first quote in this section, it is representative also in the sense that the 

positive perception of being taken care of and welcomed was put in relation to experiences from 

earlier employers. These comparisons had the common denominator that the case company 

was their best employer yet. This lets one suspect that the perceptions of workplace climate and 

social support within the case company were not driven by internal conditions alone (although 

most of it must be attributed to it). They seemed reinforced by other industries and, more 

particularly, how employees in them were treated. 

4.2.3 DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES  

Many interviewees explained that they experienced great opportunities for development within 

the company and the studio. This included opportunities for enhancing their career, their skills 

and personal development. Personal development was described as having an influence on 

engagement. Having competent co-workers stimulated great inspiration in many of the 

interviewees: 

“Everyone I’m working around is at the top of their game. And that sense of working with 

really talented people, really clever, I have learned a lot since coming here, that’s really 

important to me.” 

“Here, almost everyone knows more than I do. So I can constantly learn new things, 

there is always the opportunity to do that.” 

There were numerous testimonies adding to the picture of the case studio as an environment 

that attracted very competent people who thrived from each other and experienced work as very 

developing. In theory, two explanations why this works in favor of engagement can be brought 

to attention. First, there seems to be something inherently inspiring in being around competent 

people and seeing yourself taking steps towards the same competence. It is easy to argue for 

the personal development opportunity as an intrinsic motivator in Amabile’s (1993) sense. 

Similarly to the previous section, comparisons were also of relevance in how opportunities for 

development and growth were seen. Many interviewees attested that their current job was the 

most educative and developing job so far in their careers. Also, interviewees saw career 

development opportunities and job security within the company that they had not experienced 

elsewhere. 

Second, Bakker, et al. (2006), among others, argue that development opportunities add to 

psychological meaningfulness in work by providing means to reach even more self-fulfillment in 

it and by preparing employees for greater job challenges, another work-aspect contributing to 

meaningfulness in Kahn’s (1990) sense. Bakker, et al. (2006) further argue that employees see 

the long-term benefit of development opportunities in that it increases chances for them to take 

on roles that correspond more with their self-image. This helps in understanding some 

additional interviewee accounts. In some cases, the personal learning goals alluded to future 

ambitions or goals outside of the scope of the company: 

“Who knows, I might just start my own studio some day. It’s something I have been 

considering.” 

“I’m learning a lot of stuff here that, you know, at some point I could use in my own 

projects.” 
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Some employees were motivated by the opportunities they felt that work within the studio 

created for them in the long-term progression of their careers. Interviewees saw themselves as 

more competitive on the labor market after work in the case company: 

“I think the opportunity career-wise is massive. [...] there is this feeling that I have come 

somewhere very impressive.” 

“Having [the company] on my CV is like a keyword for getting an interview.” 

The aspect of psychological safety in these accounts is interesting and deserves comment. It 

seems likely that work at the studio was seen as a career-investment and something that would 

benefit the careers of employees, outside or inside the company. As such, it could have been 

contributing to a feeling of long-term job security in the sense of Sverke, Hellgren and Näswall 

(2002). For others, development opportunities in the form of training seemed to have a 

considerable effect on retention, and was something that actually postponed a potential 

departure from the company: 

“I will try to get some training while I’m here [...]. Maybe for the future of my career and 

also to take my problem-solving to a different level. To actually have a new problem-set 

because frankly I’m not getting anywhere where I am at the moment. I’m just doing old 

problems again. So try to get some training [...] through [the company] and then see how 

we go from there, effectively.” 

This quote also introduces the next prevalent aspect of work within the case studio that could 

have an effect on engagement. 
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4.3 NEGATIVE EMPLOYEE ATTITUDES FROM AN ENGAGEMENT PERSPECTIVE 

Similarly to the previous, this sub-chapter addresses attitudes in diligently discussed themes 

refined from the interview material. Each sub-section below is devoted to a prominent theme or 

topic that was associated with negative attitudes in interviewees, or that was negatively 

relatable to engagement. Also here, quotes that are representative for a larger array of 

statements are used for tangibility. 

4.3.1 REPETITIVENESS  
Several interviewees experienced their work as stultifying. These were employees who had 

been with the studio since its formation and who had played an integral part in the development, 

production and maintenance of the game. They expressed feelings of boredom and 

demotivation connected to their long tenure on the product: 

“For me, it was just the situation that it was the same thing over and over again.” 

It seemed as if some of the boredom was attributable to the actual concept, offering and 

challenge of the problem that the product posed to the staff: 

“The problem itself is not that complex, you just have to make.” 

In practice, they also explained, they had been working on the same code-base and with the 

same type of implementation problems for a large part of their tenure. The collection of tasks 

that regularly came under their responsibility created a repetitiveness and a monotony in work, 

which the mentioned interviewees provided as explanation to their saturation: 

“I’m not getting anywhere where I am at the moment. I’m just doing old problems again.” 

This sentiment can be seen in the light of variety as an antecedent of employee engagement. 

Variety in tasks promotes meaningfulness because it allows individuals to feel more useful as 

they draw on a wider range of their personal knowledge (Kahn, 1990). In other words, this 

means they might have felt that they were able to tackle a wider range of problems than they 

were currently facing. The experience of lack of variety is perhaps understandable given the 

long life-cycle of the live game described in 4.1. Development of the game followed a fairly 

predictable and delimited pattern and so presumably involved work tasks that were repeated. 

What is surprising however, is the contrast that these accounts create against the image of this 

work portrayed in the public, in recruitment and within the company. Work can apparently be 

experienced as repetitive in a context that is said to be ever innovating and evolving. 

What was it then in the lack of variety that caused frustrations? A common notion among these 

employees was that they had stopped learning and developing their own skills from the tasks 

they were doing. Most of the problems they came across they had faced before and thus they 

were rarely experiencing learning opportunities: 

“I feel I’m not learning that much in my current role, which is one of the reasons why I’m 

here. To learn, that is.” 

The relationship between development opportunities and engagement was addressed in 

chapter 4.2.3 of this study to point out development opportunities as a potential antecedent of 

engagement within the case unit. The lacking skill development opportunities addressed in this 

section can thus be seen as an explanation to the perceived lack of variety in the work tasks. 

When an employee - as described above - is facing the same problems over and over again, it 
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may present her with fewer opportunities for learning. Also interesting in this context was the 

fact that some of these interviewees had requested to move to new roles within the company. A 

possible explanation to this loyalty is the workplace climate discussed in 4.2.1. It should be 

noted that this did not apply to all of these interviewees. 

4.3.2 TECHNICAL OBSTACLES 
The launch of the game that the studio was maintaining, roughly two years prior to this study, 

had implied some time constraints and a production schedule that interviewees with longer 

tenure explained had led to quick fixes and sub-optimal solutions in development problems. The 

focus early on in the process had been to get the product into a launchable state. This had led, 

among other things, to what the interviewees called technical debt. Technical debt in the 

software development context, is a metaphor for describing the effects of suboptimal design or 

development decisions that can have negative consequences at a later stage, in for example 

making work inefficient (Kruchten, Nord and Ozkaya, 2012).  While some progress had been 

made in eliminating it, the studio was still experiencing a struggle with some of the problems 

that had originated in solutions produced under the time pressure perceived when the product 

was being launched. The maturity and lifetime of the product had further contributed to a code-

base that was both large and old, with instability and high complexity as a result: 

“I see things going slower than they have to, in a sense, like, the product builds on what 

is now actually quite old technology. The project has grown complex with all the 

additions that have been made throughout.” 

“Most of the complexity comes from how to put things into the codebase.” 

Interviewees experienced some frustration over this technical debt. They felt inhibited in their 

work and could not employ their own skills to a desirable degree. This was enhanced by the 

forced use of certain substandard development tools: 

“But again the company is quite averse to the fact that we can’t use [tool]. It has been 

quite quick, and so far it has been better than any other tool we have had so far. But not 

the best tool. It’s not the most fully-featured tool. And so it’s the allowing of people to 

have ownership of those other things like, [...] let us make the decision what technology 

we use.” 

These were used company-wide and resulted in substantial extra work and trouble-shooting for 

some of the interviewees. These frustrations can be seen in the light of Crawford, et al. (2013) 

as a case of resource inadequacies: Tasks are made harder as a result of problems caused by 

defective or suboptimal job resources, in this case the code-base and the tools used, and thus 

drain emotional and physical energy (Kahn, 1990). Another way to look at the frustrations, 

which becomes evident with the quote above, is as a restriction to the employee’s autonomy. 

Many researchers agree on the positive effects that autonomy in the workforce has on 

engagement, among them Christian, Garza and Slaughter (2011). Also motivation research 

gives some explanation to the frustrations related to restrictions in ownership and autonomy 

through for example Deci and Ryan (1985), who say that intrinsic motivation arises when 

individuals feel self-determined, something that according to Amabile (1993) is readily present 

with autonomy. 

Some interviewees added interesting dimensions to the views on the technical debt. They 

considered it an inevitable part of work on the product, “the nature of the beast”. They regarded 

the hardship it presented as a challenge: 
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“I used to get frustrated because the way we coded that game isn’t necessarily the best 

way we could have done it in terms of the fragility of the code base and how long it takes 

to add new things. And that used to annoy me but I have come to a point of acceptance 

of ‘this is what it is and it is my challenge’. And it still can be a fun challenge.” 

It was something that fed their satisfaction when they could overcome, by-pass or conquer it. 

Consequently, this job-aspect could be seen as something Crawford, et al. (2013) would 

consider contributing to job challenge. A reasonable level of strain and uncertainty that creates 

potential for accomplishment, mastery and personal development (Lazarus and Folkman, 1984). 

Finally, how can these statements be understood against the context? The game being live, it 

had to constantly produce new content and so resources in the studio were largely devoted to 

this, to the detriment of addressing the technical debt. Moreover, it should be noted that 

technical debt is something that occurs on a very broad scale in the software development 

industry (Kruchten, et al., 2012). It is a common problem that in some cases is self-selected. 

Sometimes technical debt is taken on deliberately to gain benefit that would not be possible 

without it. In the case studio, this benefit was an earlier date for initial release of the game, as 

well as timely release of new income-generating content. The price is apparently some 

inefficiency in development. It seems to boil down to a business decision on the balance 

between quality and delivery time (Kruchten, et al., 2012). 

4.3.3 FEEDBACK AND RECOGNITION 

Another extensively discussed topic was the means for studio staff to assess their own efforts. 

The feedback available to the studio members consisted of several different elements and types 

of information. First and foremost, members set up personal goals together with their line 

manager, that were reviewed and followed up on a regular basis, at so called retrospective 

meetings: 

“We have goals that we set up ourselves. ‘This is what I want to learn, this is what I want 

to achieve.’ So that is a way to assess yourself and see how you progress.” 

Alongside this feedback, as described in 4.1, existed a plethora of data and key performance 

indices (KPIs) about how the live game was performing, financially and in other terms. This data 

was based on measures of the playing of the game by its players over different time intervals. 

On the question of whether this data could serve as an assessment-measure of one’s personal 

effort, opinions diverged: 

“Well… those KPIs are derived from such a huge amount of variables that I don’t 

necessarily feel a connection between my individual effort and a graph going upwards. I 

don’t think many people would. Those graphs are based on what everyone is doing. 

There can be a new sale, a move, there are a hundred reasons why it can go up and 

down. I don’t think personally… I have never felt responsible for any of those things, 

either going up or down.” 

“Someone might have felt that way, but not for me, it doesn’t really impact me directly. 

It’s still sick amounts of money. ‘The game made a hundred thousand more’ and I’m like 

‘Great, do I get that money?’.” 
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“It’s nice that it’s a good game that does well, that motivates you I think. [...] I kind of 

imagine what it’s like if you’re doing the same thing and your game is not doing so well, 

to really keep… It’s nice to know that your work is seen by so many people every time. 

That keeps you going.” 

Feedback has been shown to have a relationship to Kahn’s (1990) concept of psychological 

meaningfulness in that it allows employees to evaluate their progress towards achieving goals, 

as well as helping them feel known, valued and appreciated in rewarding relationships, 

(Hallberg and Schaufeli, 2006), for example through the relationship between developer and 

player. 

There were apparently some different approaches as to how to take influence from and pay 

attention to the KPIs. Some considered them a good motivator and a welcome sign that the 

product was successful. Yet more diversity existed. Other members found alternative sources of 

feedback that adhered more directly to their work role, in this case a more technical role: 

“I usually check our errors, because it is more relevant, for example when we do a 

release. [...] When we did [release] I was checking the whole time, because I had been 

working on that one. [...] So yeah, that’s the only thing I’m interested in.” 

What many employees shared however was the tendency to assess their effort holistically and 

qualitatively, based on a perceived level of quality, joy and entertainment in the game they were 

contributing to. The source of this feedback was both self-reflective and from peers: 

“I know when I have done something good and that’s usually accompanied by other 

people telling me that it’s good. [...] I mean, for me I know when I have done good work 

and I’m proud of that. That’s what it comes down to. I’m my own harshest critic really. My 

internal sense.” 

“I think you know at the end of an episode if it’s a fun episode. If you look back and after 

you have had all of these people playtesting and you look at the numbers and you get 

the comments on the sheets. [...] And so you feel happy.” 

On this note, the results of Bakker, et al. (2007) seem relevant in that informal appreciation from 

co-workers is strongly correlated with engagement. Alongside this, many members stated the 

level of quality, joy and entertainment perceived by the user as being a high level goal and 

reason for pursuing work at the studio: 

“My personal goal is just to make really good fun stuff, fun games and I want to do it to a 

high degree of technical standard.” 

“I don’t really think like ‘If I do this it’s going to make more money, or it’s going to make 

less money’. I just strive for something that’s really fun.” 

It is suitable to introduce some theory that might aid in identifying a risk to engagement in the 

case unit environment. Hackman and Oldham (1975) define feedback as employees receiving 

direct and clear information about the effectiveness of their performance. So, how clear was the 

information on how effectively they fulfilled the quality, joy and entertainment goals? If data and 

measures were the only means to assess the success of the game, but employees had a hard 

time to relate to them, it seems as if there is a risk that some part in this assessment was 

missing. Surely, one could argue the one purpose with the many metrics was exactly to assess 

the entertainment and fun in a player-base that was too large to have qualitative feedback on. 
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But if employees had a hard time relating to them, it means that it was not fulfilling that purpose 

satisfactorily. 

How can this abundance of feedback sources be explained? It is perhaps somewhat unique to a 

live game, or is at least enhanced in a game that is played over the web, in that data is easily 

collected. The large amount of players furthermore made the data very rich. However the data 

was not only available, but due to its freemium-nature, as discussed in 4.1, it was also required 

from a business-point of view. This feedback was the means by which the in-game behavior of 

players was understood and as such was seen as crucial for ensuring that the game generated 

revenue. Moreover, this richness in players and data served as a positive job challenge 

(Lazarus and Folkman, 1984) to those members of staff whose responsibility it was to analyze 

this data to optimize revenue. It was apparently a richness unmatched in few other jobs. 

4.3.4 CONFLICT BETWEEN SHORT-TERM FOCUS AND LONG-TERM FOCUS 

A recurring worry that interviewees described during discussions about engagement and 

motivation was that work in the studio was turning ever more short-term in its focus, purpose 

and desired outcome. First of all, focus and priority, interviewees felt, was directed towards work 

that would generate tangible financial rewards in the short-term, often at the expense of long-

term, more rewarding, projects. The long-term focus they were missing consisted of elements 

that would either make the game better according to personal qualitative assessment or had 

potential financial rewards in the future. The following quotes exemplify this: 

“The company, and ultimately the studio, I think has a short-sighted approach in their 

quest for quarterly results. So for example, due to [circumstances in the company], our 

game had to compensate for the income-loss that this resulted in, and so short-term 

goals govern work in the game, at the expense of long-term focus and basically, 

development of our game.” 

“You have more and more the lingo ‘ok in three months we need to have showed the 

market that we are able to do that and that’. And that was something we didn’t care 

about before because we were just looking at the long term results.” 

“It feels like the quarterly objectives change all the time, I mean like the focus of the 

studio for the next quarter. First it’s [...], the next one it’s [...].” 

An alternative denomination of this sentiment was reactiveness and proactiveness. 

Reactiveness in the sense that work tasks were characterized more by reacting to issues and 

tasks that emerged there and then, than preparing for possible future scenarios or 

developments: 

“I suppose the reactive stuff which I find less useful would be ‘ok we got all these 

products out there, selling reasonably well, let’s experiment on the pricing of this 

product’. Ok the price might not be perfect but why spend some time running tests and 

doing that when we could be doing something completely new. Which would have far 

higher potential to generate a new source of revenue rather than tweaking, fine-tuning. 

I’m not against fine-tuning but the fact is we have very limited resources, we shouldn’t 

focus on the easy stuff. There is a balance obviously.” 

Furthermore, a conflict between short-term and long-term interests was not only perceived in 

the character of work tasks and projects, but also in the amount of time given to perform these 

tasks and projects. Some interviewees experienced that finishing a task or project quickly was 
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given priority above doing it well. They saw this, although beneficial for the game in the short-

term, as potentially damaging to it in the long-term, since it led to solutions that were sub-par in 

quality. The relation to technical debt and resource inadequacies in the previous section is 

certainly interesting: 

“I was told when I got here that this was a ‘design-led’ environment. Having been here 

for a while I realize it isn’t, it’s much more production-led. The [...]-company value 

doesn’t represent reality. You don’t really have the time to finish off and complete stuff 

properly. Essentially we really settle with a minimum that works.” 

“Sometimes we do things in a… what do you say, a ‘quick and dirty’-fashion. Just get it 

done and that’s it. I don’t like that because it can really lead to some problems in the 

future. I would much rather have some look-ahead so we don’t make things 

unnecessarily bad and are forced to pay the price later.” 

Could it be that the technical debt discussed earlier was a result of a broader, general 

prioritization of results over quality? The pressure to release new content in the live game 

certainly created the conditions for this to be the case. There were many voices describing an 

unease and concern accompanying the perceived short-term focus: 

“I’ve always taken a longer view, which is why the quarterly or the half-year hand-downs 

from higher-ups annoy me.” 

“If the company says things have to be done [...] so that the market reacts positively to 

us it kind of annoys me just because, it’s kind of a short-term solution. And what I would 

hope we do, is take a longer-term view of the health of the company as opposed to 

saying what we want the investors to see.” 

“The proactivity will foster long term-success whereas just reacting to one of the latest 

problems is a bit like applying a bandage to fix the symptom rather than the cause.” 

How can these expressions of concern be understood from an engagement point of view? To 

start with, one could see it as a sign of concern for the future, and that interviewees were 

concerned about the long-term viability of the company. Through this lens, the concerns are 

signs of risks to psychological safety. Interviewees might have seen the perceived de-

prioritization of the game’s and company’s long-term viability as a reason for concern about its 

future survival. This creates a contrast to the accounts of career development opportunities 

within the company - interviewees generally claimed they saw good opportunities for staying 

with the company for a foreseeable future. 

Looking further, there were some signs that greater satisfaction was derived from completing 

tasks with long-term focus, as seen in the quote on not focusing on ‘the easy stuff’. Lacking job 

challenge could thus be a risk, as short-term, reactive tasks apparently posed a lower challenge 

to employees. An alternative path is to explain it through motivational theory. Creating solutions 

for the future and seeing long-term effects and influence of one’s work is suggested to be a 

stronger intrinsic motivator in Amabile’s (1993) sense, than reacting to and fixing ‘problems that 

pop up’, that in addition have often been defined by someone else. Also, when quality is 

experienced as de-prioritized under time to delivery, work might not reflect one’s view of self as 

valuing quality and thus in Kahn’s (1990) sense may have a connection to engagement. Also, 

time might be too short for self-expression or development of individual or personal ideas. 
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4.3.5 RISK-AVERSION  

Somewhat related to the perceptions of short-term focus described above, the interviewees 

described work and decisions made in the studio as risk-averse. Not only did they feel that 

opportunities to develop the live game were being missed due to this risk-aversion, they also 

feared that it was affecting the studio’s motivation: 

“So I’d like us to be a bit less risk-averse, trying out bigger newer things [...] Our game is 

successful, mature, it makes a lot of money for the company and therefor it’s sensible to 

run experiments elsewhere and make sure that it’s a stable revenue stream for the 

company. But that’s not so motivating for people, that’s one side of it, and the other side 

obviously is that it be making even more money if we actually tried out some exciting 

things for it.” 

Note the confirmation of the description of the studio as the strategic revenue source described 

in 4.1. Of course, there is no absolute scale to risk-propensity, however the accounts ring well 

with the professed strategic role of the game in the company as a stable revenue source. In this 

strategy, dependence lay on the game to keep its revenues stable and predictable, in order for 

the mother company to be able to take greater risk in other fields. With a game that had brought 

stable revenue to the company for so long, large deviations and digressions from that game 

concept were considered risky. This adds a perspective to the statements in this section. 

The concerns among interviewees were both related to how the game was developed and 

expanded content-wise, and how these developments and add-ons were implemented. The 

content-wise development, interviewees explained, leaned heavily on well-tried and proven 

concepts and could not diverge significantly from the current concept of the live game: 

“Yeah, because it’s not rewarding the most innovative things, because you look 

backwards so you tend to basically mimic the past, instead of making very 180-degree-

type decisions.” 

Also the introduction and implementation of new features in the game were experienced as risk-

averse to a degree that was negative to the the game: 

“So even when we were doing [feature] there was a lot of sort of complication added to 

the way we rolled it out because of being risk-averse. [...] We just slow things down in 

time because we’re really paranoid we might lose a day’s income or something. In the 

grand scheme of things, the opportunity to moving forwards is far bigger than the risk. 

There’s nothing that can’t be reverted quickly.” 

These testimonials say little however about the reasons why interviewees were concerned 

about risk-aversion. The relationship to engagement and motivation also demands some 

explanation. In this, the following quote offers some direction: 

“It’s more fun when you’re being creative and you’re working on something novel that is 

uncertain. It’s exciting to sort of hope that your creativity or your idea or contribution to a 

new thing could be successful, whereas if you are working on something where it’s like 

‘we’re going to do this and it’s going to mean that things continue as normal, more or 

less. [...] it’s just not that exciting.” 

This quote gives rise to reasoning on three different topics: Creativity, excitement and influence. 

First, there seems to be an experienced connection between risk-aversion and less room for 
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creative outlet. Creativity has already been established as a form of self-expression, something 

readily related to engagement and descriptive of the public image of the industry. In research on 

the relationship between intrinsic motivation or engagement and creativity, it seems as if 

intrinsically motivated individuals display a higher degree of creativity (Amabile, 1993). The 

other way around, that creativity would spur engagement, seems to find some support in the 

above reasoning. If creativity offers opportunities for self-expression, and self-expression spurs 

personal and emotional involvement (Kahn, 1990), then the opposite relationship is not 

controversial. Theoretical digressions aside, the perceived risk-aversion seems to be connected 

to feelings of inhibited room to create and express one self. This is interesting, considering the 

public view of this workplace. 

Second, it also lets one believe that risk-aversion is connected to less excitement. Novelty and 

uncertainty seemed to be an enticing factor, in the sense that they apparently contributed to a 

sense of excitement. There seemed to be a degree of positive uncertainty that could induce 

engagement. Excitement in itself can also be seen as an intrinsic motivator (Amabile, et al., 

1992), where great satisfaction is gained from the work itself.  

Third, degree of influence in employees seems to be perceived as smaller due to this risk-

aversion. Kahn’s (1990) reasoning on how employees engage in work roles where they 

perceive they have influence has already been presented. It can however put these accounts 

into perspective and help understand the effects that perceived risk-aversion may have on 

engagement. 

4.3.6 CONFLICT BETWEEN METRICS AND SENSES 
Yet another related topic was the degree to which the studio and company were perceived as 

driven by metrics and data, and how this took precedence over arguments based on holistic and 

qualitative assessment of the entertainment value that something new would add to the game. It 

should be noted that data could influence decisions in two major ways: The first was how 

changes were estimated to impact certain measures or KPIs. In the second, data was used to 

assess the impact of the change after it had been partly (or fully) implemented. And so 

interviewees explained, decisions and suggestions needed to be justified with measures of 

forecasted impact on the game KPIs. Meanwhile, proposed changes that did not resonate with 

a certain measure, but instead catered only to a qualitative assessment of fun for the player, 

was perceived as difficult to push through and gain support for: 

“Whatever we do has to be quantifiable, or else it won’t be done, it’s as simple as that.” 

This must be seen as a critique to the estimative use of data and metrics, in that suggestions for 

changing the game needed to be accompanied by an estimate on its impact on a certain KPI. 

Another account may perhaps be referencing the other: 

“Every meeting I attend is about targets, it’s about performance.” 

This also concerned perceptions of what drove decisions on company-level: 

“Yeah, even when you look at the central level... I attended some senior leadership 

meetings, and it’s quite clear that what drives the firm now is performance, it is not the 

creative side. And I think… It’s not something I can prove but it’s really the feeling in the 

room, that what really dictates the decision is looking at past history, trends and so 

forth.” 
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Here, instead the critique lies in the use of old data influencing decisions where this data is not 

relevant. There seems to be a critique of both ways of data use: Estimative and evaluative. For 

clarity, the question should also be asked what is meant by the creative side. Does the 

interviewee mean creation and development of games unbound by demands for impact on 

metrics? There were accounts of the focus on the estimative use of data standing in conflict with 

decisions based on a personal sense for the good of the player, when changes were proposed 

to the game: 

“If we have to justify every new thing by data I said, I think we might ultimately be 

missing out on what it is that people really come to these things for, which is to enjoy 

themselves. And I think that, considering this team, especially the development team is 

generally made up of gamers. That’s why we have gone into games to start with. So we 

are kind of protecting this notion of what we’re doing, as well as acknowledging the fact 

that we have to make money.” 

Note also the wish for expressing one’s preferred self in work roles (Kahn, 1990), and how a 

conflict between the image of this self and demands on financial performance is implied. There 

were more concerns about how the tendency to measure stood in conflict with qualitative and 

creative outlet: 

“What we’re essentially trying to do here, is quantify entertainment, and it’s really tough 

to get creativity working in an environment where everything is measured.” 

In summary, there seemed to be worries of several kinds. First, that the use of estimative data 

and demand for accommodating certain metrics could ultimately lead to the well of the player 

falling between two stools and thus affecting the future of the game negatively. Second, that a 

focus on old data would prevent the company from innovating in the future. And third, that the 

use of estimative data could inhibit personal creativity and expression. The third can 

interestingly be related to engagement and motivation. Meaningfulness, Kahn (1990, 1992) 

states, is promoted by tasks that confer a sense of status and influence within the employee. In 

other words, employees who feel that their will, flavor and judgement can underpin decisions, 

are more likely to experience work as meaningful, and thus are more likely to engage and to get 

involved. Transferred to the studio context, if members’ own judgement alone is not considered 

basis enough for a decision, but is complemented or replaced with data, what happens with 

their experience of influence? 

Another studio member, while speaking about the tendency for free idea-generating events to 

also be measured on useful outcome, advocated that creative events should not be quantified, 

but seen for other benefits that they may bring: 

“So I think that’s the purpose with a game jam, to do it completely the other way around. 

Just start with someone’s passion to do this. And then they just let them explore 

whatever they want, because it keeps them happy and it might deliver something for the 

studio but it doesn’t have to. But I think if management gets those kind of expectations I 

don’t think it’s going to do well for the developers.” 

Moreover, a discussion around self-image and self-expression is in its place. The will and 

purpose to make a great game for the players has already been mentioned as a strong driver of 

meaningfulness for members of the studio in 4.3.3, perhaps even a way they viewed 

themselves. With the presence of metrics, mostly connected to financials or the attainment of 

such, members may have been feeling that they were not serving their highest personal 
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purpose, but another purpose that they did not identify with. The following quote adds to this 

interpretation: 

“And I do also feel a bit like because of [...]  the fact that we spend so much of our time 

trying to find ways that we can attract the user to spend bits of money here and there, 

rather than really perhaps spending as much time as I’d like on ‘let’s just make this game 

really cool, fun and engaging’. We do that too, but I just wish the balance was more 

towards ‘let’s make this game really good fun’.” 

With this in mind, a connection to engagement is not farfetched. Engagement involves 

expression of one’s self and of one’s identity in a work role. If the purpose of work is perceived 

as something that does not match one’s identity and priorities, the room that an individual has 

for self-expression is more slim, and so are consequently conditions for engagement as well. 

 

  

Kommentar [1]: You could make an 

analogy here between player and 
studio member: in both cases, a greater 

focus on fun and engagement might be 
more beneficial than the perceived 

focus on financial performance. 
 

I don’t 100% recognise this, but it might 
be a nice literary device! 
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4.4 SYNTHESIZING THE FINDINGS 

In this sub-chapter, the analysis presented so far in this chapter is aggregated to form a more 

cohesive picture of the case studio. This is done on the basis of Kahn’s (1990) fundamental 

drivers of engagement: availability, safety and meaningfulness. 

4.4.1 AVAILABILITY DIFFICULT TO ASSESS 

The first of Kahn’s (1990) drivers, psychological availability, refers to the degree to which an 

individual is able and ready to engage at a particular moment. Unfortunately, this analysis does 

not leave much opportunity for assessing the conditions for psychological availability in the 

context of the case studio. Only resource inadequacies emerged as a topic relatable to this 

during the interviews and as this, as noted earlier, is an issue that is recurring in the software 

development context, it is attributed less importance. Furthermore, it seems to be the case with 

psychological availability that its absence drives disengagement more than its presence drives 

engagement (Crawford, et al., 2013). It can thus be seen as criteria that need to be fulfilled for 

higher engagement to be attainable, but not drivers of it per say. 

4.4.2 A PSYCHOLOGICALLY SAFE ENVIRONMENT 

What seemed to be perceived as having the largest positive impact on the attitudes of studio 

members were climate, social support and development opportunities. The workplace climate 

(Glick, 1985) largely consisted of a culture characterized by openness, friendliness and 

acceptance. Social support (Eisenberger, et al., 1986) seemed to be constituted by staff feeling 

valued through the perceived care for their well-being, managers’ supportive behavior and trust 

shown in them. Finally, development opportunities were seen as very positive, including 

personal and career-wise within the company, but also to a great extent for career-furtherance 

outside the company. What should be noted is the commonality in these themes that they to 

greater extent describe the environment that the case studio constitutes, than they relate to the 

nature of the factual work tasks themselves. Compare this to Amabile’s (1993) distinction 

between extrinsic and intrinsic motivators. 

It is moreover appropriate to recall Kahn’s (1990) psychological safety as a driver of 

engagement, describing the degree to which individuals feel they can involve personally and 

emotionally in their work role without risking consequences to status or career. On this basis, 

the positive attitudes above can all be said to fall within the category of contributing to 

psychological safety. This paints the picture of the case studio as a safe workplace, an 

environment that seems to pose good conditions for staff to engage in their work. 

4.4.3 BUT HOW MEANINGFUL IS WORK ITSELF? 

One must ask however, why primarily safety factors show up as dominant positive attitudes, 

whereas accounts of ample creative expression and satisfaction from the work itself are rare. 

Not a single interviewee mentioned the work tasks themselves as the most positive aspect of 

working in the studio. From a motivation perspective, intrinsic motivators (motivation from the 

job tasks themselves) seemed less dominant than extrinsic ones (satisfaction from the 

environment). So how can the topics in 4.3 be understood in an engagement context? The 

discussion on feedback and recognition merely hints to the vast range of information to assess 

effort and success in the live game, and potential gaps in it. The concerns about variety, short-

sightedness, risk-aversion and data-focus however question the case studio as a place that 

primarily engages with psychological meaningfulness in Kahn’s (1990) sense. Accounts of 

repetitiveness tell a story of work that is not all innovation and renewal, but one where routine 

tasks can form part of it. Surely, these routine tasks can be seen as a seedbed for innovation, 
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with opportunities for cunning automating solutions. However, it was apparently not viewed that 

way by interviewees. Whether this boredom came from the product, the work tasks or 

something else, matters to some extent. The results in this study give some support to the 

former two but in any case question the view of the work as constantly innovating and renewing.  

With a closer look on the concerns of short-term focus, risk-aversion and data-drivenness, they 

can be summarized as accounts of individuals experiencing delimitations in their acting space 

and in their chances for influence. This delimitation in turn raised concern for the long-term 

viability of the game, as well as for personal enjoyment and satisfaction from working on it. To 

summarize, findings in the case studio lets one believe that meaningfulness is somewhat 

inhibited through a set of circumstances. This does not by any means say that work was not 

perceived as meaningful. The only conclusion drawn is that in the work tasks themselves, 

boundaries were experienced that possibly affected the level that employees were able to 

personally and emotionally involve in it. Boundaries that could even strike a false note with 

some employees’ self-image. 
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5 CONCLUSIONS 
This chapter seeks to reach back to the purpose of the study in order to see how well the results 

of this study can fulfil it. The purpose was to challenge the popular view of the mobile game 

development industry as a workplace associated with creativity, self-fulfilment and self-

expression. This was done through the exploration of an empirical phenomenon occurring in a 

mobile game development studio. The research questions are revisited to re-establish focus on 

the purpose:  

1. What are employees’ attitudes towards work in a successful game development studio? 

2. How do these attitudes compare to the popular view of a game development studio as a 

place to work? 

3. What can these attitudes say about the game development industry as a place to work 

and its ability to retain its staff? 

5.1 THE PUBLIC IMAGE AND THE CASE STUDIO 

The first research question was addressed throughout chapter 4. The following section 

addresses the second one. Early in this study, it was established that the image of the mobile 

game development industry is that of a dream factory. As hinted in the introduction, and 

supported in 4.1, the game development industry is instinctively associated with high levels of 

engagement, partly as a result of branding, but also because of people’s relationship to games. 

Since playing games is a pastime, or even a hobby for many people, a job in the games 

industry looms as an opportunity to work with one’s passion. Indeed, many of the members in 

the case studio of this study had some personal connection to games. Thus, work in the games 

industry promises meaningfulness (Kahn, 1990) and motivation (Amabile, 1993) in the work 

tasks themselves. Through passion and creative expression, it looms as a chance to combine a 

job with a personal interest, enjoying a lifestyle consistent with one’s self-image. Furthermore, it 

projects a positive image of the reigning environment in mobile game development companies. 

It attracts as a fun workplace with generous benefits and a strong culture, where employees are 

trusted and taken care of.  

This view has, through the analysis in this study, been nuanced in one sense, and confirmed in 

another. Nuanced in the way that findings do not primarily portray work in a mobile game 

development studio as so creative and self-fulfilling as the public image will say, but instead as 

somewhat limited by different circumstances, for example a suggested aversion to carrying out 

more risky and thus stimulating projects. Work tasks themselves can even be perceived as 

repetitive and stultifying, directly contradicting the image of work as constantly innovating. Sure, 

spawning new ideas seems to be an axiomatic part of work and opportunities do exist for 

creativity and self-expression. The space for this creativity is not endless however; 

responsibilities towards the company, among other factors, seem to impose limits on it. Work 

within a mobile game development studio, at least work on a live game, can perhaps better be 

described as problem-solving, rather than creatively free and design-led. 

The findings in this study do however, as stated above, confirm the public image in another 

sense. More specifically, they seem to speak in favor of a mobile game development studio 
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constituting an environment that is engaging. The findings in this study support the view of it as 

a fun environment, that cares for the well-being of its employees and supports them both in 

work and outside of it. And a place full of competent people to learn from and be inspired by. It 

even seems as if this, the environment, is valued more highly than work tasks themselves. 

To summarize, it should be noted that there was no great dissatisfaction with the opportunities 

for creativity and self-expression. Rather, the point being made here is that when it comes to 

work tasks themselves, work in a mobile game development studio, and more specifically on a 

live game, can pose a contrast to the promises that the work attracts with. In some sense it can 

thus be seen as not living up to its image. In terms of environment, it however seems to live up 

to it. 

5.2 RELEVANCE FOR THE INDUSTRY 

This section addresses the third research question. And the findings in this study indeed seem 

to be able to say something about the mobile game development industry as a place to work. Or 

at least the parts of this industry which concern the development and production of the actual 

games, and perhaps most accurately about development and production of live games. It 

should be duly noted that this study cannot say much about the work in auxiliary functions such 

as HR or marketing. 

The picture presented above describes an environment, which hosts opportunities for creativity 

and self-expression, but within borders. It is less a place where individuals can develop their 

own ideas for games into fully-fledged products. Instead, working in a mobile game 

development context seems to require alignment with and adaptation to a path defined by one’s 

employer. Sometimes, like in the case of this study, this can mean alignment with a certain 

business-model that is employed to diversify the company from others, and that possibly 

imposes a set of restrictions or requirements on what work is done and how it is done. It can 

also mean, as this study shows, that company-level risk-decisions can assign a studio a 

responsible role that limits the room for radical change. Also, it becomes evident that work 

within game development cannot only mean generation of new games, which might be the initial 

assumption, but also involves the management, administration and taking care of games that 

are already released and going.  

Perhaps limitations and restrictions are the wrong words to use. Because frankly, in which work 

context is alignment not a prerequisite? Much of the idea with a company is that individuals 

align their interests to achieve results they would not have been able to achieve otherwise. It 

seems to come down to the aspect of personal preference in the question of whether the work 

tasks themselves offer the needed degree of self-expression, creativity, and influence, and 

consequently whether they are engaging or not. Lehrer (2012) claims that creativity is spurred 

by delimitations. Indeed, the optimal level of these delimitations must be different between 

individuals. Alas, the only conclusion that can be drawn is that the environment and work tasks 

can be experienced as delimiting and inhibiting to some individuals, depending on the nature of 

their desire and need to express themselves within the scope of work. Again, this will suit some, 

but leave others wanting more, stressing the importance of creating the right expectations on 

work at an early stage to attract the right people and to retain them. 

5.3 RETENTION 

Finally, the findings in this study also contribute in answering the question on retention. They 

support the importance of a tangible and visual culture in creating loyalty between employer and 
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employee. This study suggests that the popular view and branding of the game development 

industry might be what is attracting a lot of the talent to the game development industry. What 

seems to retain them though is not how well the work tasks themselves live up to their 

expectations, but a strong culture and the treatment they receive in it. The effect of the 

environment on retention is hard to neglect. Employees who feel that their employer care for 

them seem to develop a bond to their organization that favors retention, and which to some may 

even act as the outlet for self-expression that the work tasks promise to be. This becomes even 

more evident in the comparison to other employers that interviewees in this study make. 

Treatment certainly seems to have an impact on intention to stay. 

5.4 SUMMARY OF CONCLUSIONS 

This study establishes the public and popular image of the mobile game development industry 

as offering a fun, open and engaging environment, with work that allows for self-fulfilment, self-

expression and having a hobby as a job. The results of this study tell the story of an 

environment that lives up to its image, and in doing so, creates good conditions for retaining its 

staff by building a bond with good treatment and support. The work itself however seems unable 

to live up to its public image. While there are certainly opportunities for creative outlet and 

personal and emotional involvement in the work tasks, these opportunities are somewhat 

affected by demands for alignment and adaptation to the direction of the company. What this 

study concludes is that the popular image of work within the game development industry as 

free-roaming creative expression and passionate self-realization may actually be idealistic and 

difficult to live up to. And so the image of the dream-factory is not refuted, but rather nuanced. 

Surely, one is realizing a dream, it just might be someone else’s dream.  

5.5 LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

This being a single-case study, the transferability of results from it is certainly limited. 

Furthermore, it does not actually gauge or measure the level of engagement within the studio, 

which makes it difficult to benchmark against other organizations. It would certainly be relevant 

to broaden the research design in this study to incorporate other companies within the same 

industry, as well as companies of other industries. The study also points out the expectation 

management as an important future avenue of research. 

 

  

Kommentar [2]: Nice line. 
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6 DISCUSSION 
This chapter starts with a discussion on possible theoretical and practical implications of this 

study. In addition, recommendations to the case studio fall under this section as well. The 

chapter, and consequently the paper, concludes on some additional interesting topics that 

emerged during the study, but that did not fit into the main analysis. 

6.1 IMPLICATIONS 

6.1.1 THEORETICAL 

The theoretical contributions gained in this study mainly add to the body of knowledge in 

employee engagement. It shows that engagement is still a valid and relevant construct that both 

practitioners and academics can relate to, and that it is a powerful concept in that it can be used 

as a proxy for several other work aspects, such as self-fulfilment and creativity. Furthermore, 

through its extensive review of the engagement literature the study lays bare some weaknesses 

with the construct that yet seem to have remained unattended or undiscovered until now. 

Finally, it hints to a relationship between an engaging work environment and culture and 

retention, thereby supporting much research on organizational culture. 

5.3.2 PRACTICAL  
The results of this study stress the importance of managing potential and becoming employees’ 

expectations on the game development industry as a workplace. It is important that the image of 

the dream-factory is gradated and that future employees are given a realistic view of what to 

expect in the content of their work. It also gives interesting insights in how culture and safety 

can make out much of the employee experience and constitute the basis on which an employee 

makes decisions of commitment and engagement. In that, it suggests that resources spent on 

employee welfare and a strong culture are well-invested and can well have a positive impact on 

retention. It further points towards the usability of the concept of engagement in gauging general 

state of staff in that it consists of dimensions that employees easily can relate to. 

5.3.3 RECOMMENDATIONS FOR THE CASE STUDIO AND COMPANY 

This study points out the importance in describing work in the case studio as factually and non-

idealizing as possible. This indeed concerns the case company as a whole. The case company, 

just by having the powerful employer brand that it has, runs a risk of over-selling its offering to 

future employees. And while this is certainly to be seen as praise to the parts of the company 

whose job it is to build this brand, it builds expectations on the rest of the company to deliver on 

these promises. Awareness of this is certainly beneficial. 

Recommendation #1 for the case studio: Consider presenting a more nuanced picture of work 

in the case studio, with more staff from the studio itself present during the recruitment process. 

If recruitment is being done for a live game, emphasize incremental innovation and process 

refinement as features of work, rather than an image of radical innovation and pushing the 

envelope. Perhaps more as problem-solving within a defined framework, but influencing the 

gaming experience of a very large amount of people. 

This paper briefly discusses the need for alignment of employees with the path and direction of 

the company and how this affects for example perceptions of creative freedom. This alignment 

can, as hinted in the study, be seen as delimitations to one’s room for expression and by some 

even be seen as limiting to productivity. These perceived limitations most probably have the 

most detrimental effect when the underlying causes for them are not understood or even more 
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so, not supported. Therefore, it is important to explain and underpin business decisions or 

circumstances that have an impact on the very development and production of the games. 

Playing, and consequently making games is a passion for many people and understood as 

such. Introducing the language of business into this demands much time and explanation but 

may prove to have positive effects. 

Recommendation #2 for the case studio: Dedicate time for building buy-in for business 

decisions and circumstances that may seem to limit the room for altering the game. That is, the 

business circumstances that guide prioritizations and that influence the degree of risk taken. 

This building of understanding for the limitations on game development that business 

circumstances impose, must also come with an increased effort and discussion on how to 

decipher business outcomes into results that individuals driven by passion can decipher. How 

can the case studio, through the information it has in form of data and metrics, be able to tell 

those of its members who are driven by passion and the joy of the player, exactly how much joy 

the player has experienced? And if it already can, how does it explain this to them? Overall, a 

discussion is suggested to sort out, or at least begin to understand, how the wealth of feedback 

and data can be used to decipher this qualitative measure. Or if there is actually a measure 

lacking, a more qualitative measure that does not necessarily capture the state of all players, 

but that gives a qualitative, richer feedback with higher validity on the level of enjoyment a 

number of players have experienced. 

Recommendation #3 for the case studio: Discuss the measures and KPIs on a studio-scale 

and try to make sure that there is a relatively common (among studio members) way of 

understanding how they relate to qualitative values within the game. Develop some kind of 

regular feed of qualitative data on players’ experiences of playing the game, which may add to 

the commercial success of the game, but first and foremost serves as a direct feedback to the 

qualitative targets of the very people who make the game. 

6.2 ADDITIONAL INTERESTING TOPICS 

6.2.1 AFFECT TOWARDS GAME 

A circumstance that could be acting as a cap to the level of engagement actually attainable in 

the studio is the tenure of the majority of the studio on the game. There were some signs in the 

interview material that members with longer tenure had a stronger emotional affection for the 

game. Specifically, a manager explained, people who had been working on the game before it 

was launched, shared a greater feeling of care for the game. The reasons for this are 

interesting, as well as its potential relationship to engagement. 

More specifically, are the conditions for engagement different when an employee has been 

involved in the conceptualization and development of a product, from when she has entered at 

a stage when the product is already defined and running? Does she develop a stronger 

emotional connection to the game when she is participating in the original development of it, 

than if she joins it at a later stage to maintain that same game.If so, what would the reasons be 

for this heightened involvement be? Is there a higher feeling of ownership? A suggestion is that 

members who were involved at an early stage might have experienced a higher degree of 

influence on the end result 

This suggestion raises some interesting questions. Is there a barrier to becoming personally and 

emotionally engaged in a game when you have not been a part of its original development? And 
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what happens to the members who were there from the beginning? Another aspect of tenure on 

the game is the pressure that existed before the game was launched. The strain that had come 

with this pressure had had a uniting effect on the members present at that time. Lehrer (2012) 

states that teams are built during times of trial. Does this also include engagement? Does team 

spirit and atmosphere share dimensions with the concept of engagement? Has the current 

composition of the studio faced that level of strain and trial as group? Is trial and strain a key to 

higher engagement? 

It would also be of interest to investigate what effect the size of the business unit has on 

engagement. Does a smaller team size provide better conditions for engagement, since it 

makes it easier to know everyone and through that develop deeper personal affection with the 

workplace? It could well be that a greater team size provides greater anonymity to employees, 

who therefore experience less responsibility and a smaller personal stake in the end result. Is 

work more likely to become “just a job”? 

6.2.2 HIGH, BUT DECLINING REVENUES 

A final circumstance that can be regarded from an engagement-perspective are the historically 

high, but declining revenues that the game was generating. The game was considered by the 

company to have performed very well financially during its life-time and had made out a 

substantial part of its total revenues. These revenues had remained fairly stable since launch, 

according to managers, but were now experiencing an overall downward trend. This created a 

situation where efforts to improve the financial performance of the game were primarily seen as 

mitigating measures to sustain its revenues for as long as possible. Also included in the 

equation was the pressure to keep revenues stable, discussed earlier in this chapter. This 

leaves a situation that can be described as one where there is little to win, and very much to 

lose. Whatever wins or gains the team achieves seem miniscule compared to the historic 

success of the game. Meanwhile, since the revenues are still so high, the risk in doing mistakes 

is great. 

What does that do to the level of achievement in making efforts and seeing the results of them? 

And consequently, what does this situation do to engagement? How personally involved will you 

be when you have trouble relating to the revenues in the first place and on top of that perceive 

that any effort you put into improving them only can result in things being less bad? Compare 

this to the circumstances in for example a newly started company, where every gain might be 

seen as a victory and every opportunity is great in comparison to what has been achieved 

hitherto so far. Essentially, the situation is the opposite: one has everything to win, and very little 

to lose. 
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