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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

To date, there has been almost no research on how German indie game developers deal
with the challenge of balancing artistic and economic demands in their everyday work,
what working relationship they have with each other and how they define indie games
for them (Strobbe/Weigang 2016). Nowadays, the field of indie developers is “no
longer extraordinary but typical in the industry” (Ruffino/Woodcock 2021: 324). Game
developers have to meet the challenge of balancing profit and creativity, which was
already identified by Wimmer and Sitnikova (2012) for the whole field of game
production. We assume that with the “explosion of ‘indie’ developers” there are
significant differences in the sub-field of professional indie developers compared to
hobby developers and game developers fully employed in the games industry
(Consalvo/Paul  2018:  53). Therefore, the implications of increasing
professionalization in the sub-field of indie developers is an area that should be
examined in more detail. Moreover, as Sotamaa (2021: 5) argues, more detailed
situated studies are urgently needed.

Video game players associate indie games with "a special kind of game that differs not
only in terms of content and visual appearance, but also in terms of production
conditions" (Birke/Hahn 2020: 240). According to Koegh (2021: 34), video game
production forms a field of its own. Referring to Pierre Bourdieu's field theory
(Bourdieu 1993, Becker 2010: 112, Parker 2014: 41), we see the field of indie games
as a sub-field of game production in the whole field of “cultural entrepreneurs” (Scott
2012: 238). Thus, it can be assumed that different rules and “field’s internal logic”
have developed in this specific sub-field (Bourdieu 1993: 7; 10th. footer). Bourdieu (8)
writes in this context: “The autonomy of a field of restricted production can be
measured by its power to define its own criteria for the production and evaluation of
its products. This implies translation of all external determinations [e.g.: economic
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demand] in conformity with its own principles of functioning.” The small-scale

production “tends to obey its own logic, that of the continual outbidding inherent to the
dialectic of cultural distinction” (5). However, the "dialectic of cultural distinction" (5)
is not about seeking differences in all circumstances: It is about developing "original
modes of expression" (8-9). This “aesthetic creation” can be seen “as something
fundamentally social” (Becker 2010: 111). Regarding this social struggle, Felan Parker
(2013: 42) stated that “digital games are now in the midst of a process of cultural and
artistic legitimation”. Thus, indie game development can be analyzed as a social
struggle in a cultural field that is visible through development positions and rules.

To do so, we interviewed 16 German indie developers from different indie sectors
(indie studios, freelancers, hobby developers) using semi structured in-depth
interviews. The selection of interviewees is based on the theoretical sampling. In order
better to identify the field’s internal logic, we divided the questions into four thematic
areas: working processes, self-perception, motives of game production, characteristics
of indie games. Building on our qualitative data analysis, we can summarize following
conclusions:

In everyday work, strategies were developed to combine creativity and economic
necessity. Professional independence is of immense importance for indie developers,
which goes hand in hand with the greatest possible influence on game development
(creativity) and freedom of choice. The hypothetical possibility of being able to turn
down an order strengthens the subjective sense of self-perception, in contrast to
employees in an AAA studio. The conflict between making money and high creativity
may be influenced by the type of contract work. This allows the indie developers more
freedom in the production process. A pragmatic attitude prevails, which is perceived
as a realistic acceptance of economic necessities within the work process.
Responsibility towards employees in their own indie studio is another important aspect
for indie developers. The greater the degree of professionalization, the greater the
division of labour into game developing, back office, customer care and customer
acquisition. While the game developers are working on the game order, the office is
trying to get more orders or apply for government funding. Some indie studios have
also started to offer workshops during times when order books are empty. Thus,
paradoxically, indie studios have to grow in order to ensure economic stability.

Within the field there is a wide network and exchange, even if different indie developer
positions are perceived. Despite the competition within the sub-field, relationships
between indie developers are common (Browne 2015: 55, Parker/Jenson 2017: 873).
This is also supported by the fact that a strong network brings advantages for all those
involved. They all technical knowledge, marketing advice and business skills to be
shared as a community (Consalvo/Paul 2018: 57-58). However, the community idea is
more pronounced among hobby developers (Scott 2012: 241). They look at how
knowledge can be shared as open knowledge. Following Bourdieu, Huang and Liu
(2022: 39) named it “Gaming Capital”. Professional indie developers, on the contrary,
share their knowledge and advice in inner circles among themselves to manage the
specific social and economic requirements (Ruffino/Woodcock 2021: 324). Sotamaa
(2021: 5) explains this by saying that developers operate in a global market, and do not
perceive themselves as local competitors. We can acknowledge stronger subjective
distinctions within the field than outside it, which is similar to Banks’ and
Cunningham’s (2016: 136) findings, which noted: “the narratives and meanings [of
Australian game workers] they shared are less just about articulating a distinction from
Triple-A development and more about differences among different forms of
independent development.” Hobby developers are free from the pressure to deliver to
a specific deadline. As a result, they are able to place greater emphasis on creativity.
They are therefore able to approach ideologically what Anna Anthropy (2012: 10) calls
for: “I want open access to the creative act for everyone. | want games as zines.* Indie
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developers see indie games in general as something special, which also distinguishes
them from other game productions. The innovative content of indie games plays a
particularly vital role: “For an indie title, however, I would expect this additional stand
out component. (...) So something special, some particularly creative approach or a
special gimmick or just special attention to detail that wouldn’t even be possible in a
big studio for reasons of time” (Indie developer Janine). Most AAA games are seen as
little more than an update to past releases.

Regarding distinctions, even if there are some in the field itself, they are not as
pronounced as in other fields of independent cultural production (Becker 2017). These
results, which seem clear at first glance must be questioned and make further research
necessary. The expressed differences between indie developers and the AAA market
are not very pronounced, but they change depending on the developer’s position. Thus,
there was the strongest distinction among hobby developers. Likewise, there is an
ongoing discourse in the field itself, which on the one hand reacts to normalization
tendencies of the market (Becker 2011:18), and on the other hand further develops the
significance of indie games. The first signs were already evident in the motto “Occupy
the Mainstream” of the German indie festival A.Maze in 2018. Paradoxically, the 2021
A.Maze festival no longer used the term ‘indie games’, referring instead to “arthouse
games” . It can therefore be assumed that the indie games sub-field is in a constant state
of finding itself.
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