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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Despite increased attention towards the negative environmental impact of computing
(Becker 2023; Hazas and Nathan 2017; Maxwell and Miller 2012; Comber and Eriksson
2023), digital game creation continues to maintain a veneer of environmental
neutrality. Artists working within this perceived “virtual” space can easily do so
without engaging the environmental and/or climate impacts of game making, and
creators who do wish to be more mindful of environmental and climate concerns have
limited models or resources from which to draw from.

While some artists working in digital games have engaged issues of sustainability as a
theme within their work (Chang 2019; Abraham and Jayemanne 2017), artists and
researchers are just beginning to address the carbon-impact of game development
itself (Klammer 2020; Abraham 2022; Werning 2021; Whittle et al. 2022), and much
of this work focuses on larger scale (commercial studio) development practices. The
Renewable Artgames Residency (RAR) was a prototype initiative focused on low-
carbon digital design methods and new modes for sustainability-focused creation
practices, with a particular focus on smaller-scale (art, experimental and indie game)
creation practices. It aimed to reorient game creators towards the impacts of digital
game creation as part of an expanded ecology that includes hardware and material
resources, the energy cost of computing and its intersection with common
development and creative practices, the impact of creative outputs (including
distribution and game play), and, in the context of these challenges, the physical and
emotional impact of the creative process. RAR sought to look beyond “greenwashing”
approaches to offer real, efficacious solutions and models, developed with and
through practice, that could both inspire and support art game creators who hope to
engage in more sustainable creative practices.
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The RAR prototype was designed: 1) to investigate different modes of slower-paced,
reflective game design; 2) to imagine values-led sustainable practice in the context of
art games, and 3) to provide space for environmentally friendlier digital use and
creation. The normative modes of creative practice in the field of games are rapid
paced iteration, crunch and game jams (Kultima 2021; Kerr 2017; Borg et al. 2020),
where creators are often pressured to create work quickly, without much time for
reflection, reconsideration, and revaluation. This dynamic extends from the
commercial games industry into art game making, despite the potential for slower,
more mindful creative practice (Stone 2023). The ecosystem of digital games is also
carbon-consumptive, from the resource consumption of the developers creating
them, to the energy costs of the computers playing and/or streaming them (Abraham
2022). There are few spaces globally that focus on environmentalism and gaming, let
alone the practice of creating low-carbon games. The RAR worked to propose
alternatives to the unsustainable energy practices of modern game making, and find
ways of envisioning videogames within the context of a climate-conscious future, at
the scale of indie, personal, and/or art game creation.

The RAR was initiated with a consultation process that helped structure the
parameters of the residency, and guide evaluation metrics, suited to the small-scale
practices of art gamemaking. This research fed into the design of a remote,
synchronous, solo residency held across multiple locations in Canada in the summer
of 2023. The first iteration of the residency supported three self-directed artists (two
internal and one external) using solar power stations. The residencies were linked
together through the asynchronous sharing of reflective practice, and daily
synchronous online/telephone check-ins. Outcomes through and from this work were
synthesized into a zine, offering a reflection on the process and outcomes of the
residency.

Initiatives like the Renewable Artgames Residency can give space for designers and
developers to combine digital games with environmental concerns and climate action
strategies. The RAR served to both trial and model strategies for sustainable creation,
and initiate a community of practice surrounding mindful, sustainable game making.
This short paper shares its practical and experiential outcomes.
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