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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 

Video game production brings together actors at different levels of formalization and 
professionalization – some of these actors are profit-driven corporations, while others 
might be hobbyists, volunteers, or cultural intermediaries not directly involved in 
making games like retailers or festival organizers. These different backgrounds, 
values, and modes of operation are bound to create frictions and power imbalances, 
in practice often benefiting the more unscrupulous entities (see Ruberg 2019; Srauy 
2019). Following Brendan Keogh’s (2019, 2023) work on in/formalization of video 
game production, this submission addresses how these various approaches to game 
development co-exist and interact with each other in real locations. Our goal is to 
unpack the conflicting values of hobbyist and professional communities and provide 
a grounded and nuanced empirical analysis based on a bigger ongoing research 
project (GAME-ER: Gaming Clusters Across Multiple European Regions) about the 
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video game industry in Brno, Czechia’s second largest city with a long industrial 
tradition. By combining approaches from the fields of economic geography (e.g. 
Darchen and Tremblay 2015; Johns 2006) and production studies (Sotamaa and Švelch 
2021), the submission will connect the various actors (developers, educators, 
government officials, cultural intermediaries) with critical theory on creative labor.  

The submission is based primarily on 32 semi-structured interviews that our team 
conducted between 2024 and 2025 with Brno-based developers, educators, 
government representatives, and community organizers and 6 mapping interview 
sessions. As a secondary, complementary source of data, we draw on a thematic 
analysis (Ayres 2008) of 89 publicly available documents, including official websites 
and government reports, about the Brno video game industry. The mapping sessions 
take inspiration from previous research about production and institutional networks 
in the Finnish video game industry (Lehtonen et al. 2020, 2022) by combining 
visualization exercises with ethnographic interviewing methods. The goal is to 
highlight the relationships between actors, as well as activities such as trade 
conferences, within a local space of video game production. For this particular 
submission, they serve to identify the connections between commercial companies, 
educational institutions, local government offices, cultural intermediaries, as well as 
individuals and to better understand the interconnectedness of these actors at 
various levels of formalization and institutionalization. 

Previous research on indie and hobbyist video game development suggested that 
profitability is not a main priority for these game makers (Lipkin 2019; Swalwell 2021). 
Instead, independent developers often prioritize creative freedom, but passion for 
game development as a form of self-expression can lead to (self)exploitation and 
problematic compensatory logics in which wellbeing is sacrificed for an opportunity 
to “do what one loves” (Chia 2019, 2021; Keogh 2021). Games made under various 
conditions then often end up competing on the same digital distribution channels, 
contributing to overcrowded markets and devaluation of labor (Lipkin 2019).  

Another layer to these intricate relationships between various modes of video game 
production, is the area of cultural intermediation, which has been identified as 
especially crucial for independent video game development, which might otherwise 
struggle with reaching traditional gatekeepers as well as audiences (Browne and 
Schram 2021; Cuthbert et al. 2024; Maiuga 2025; Whitson et al. 2021). This labor is 
often undervalued also due to being seen as feminized, further compounding the 
labor exploitation present in the video game industry. Whereas employees of video 
game studios might have a clearer understanding of their labor in relation to 
formalized job contracts even despite the long history of labor exploitation in the 
mainstream video game industry (Legault and Weststar 2024), grassroots community 
work is harder to gauge and quantify. While it might benefit individual developers, it 
can also help commercial companies, for example, by attracting talent to a location of 
such active volunteer communities. There is also an important gender dimension to 
this type of labor  

Our findings from Brno highlight the complexity of these issues and dynamics. While 
local companies like Illusion Softworks produced international hits, e.g. Hidden & 
Dangerous (1999), and presented themselves as professional teams to their Western 
publishers, the inner workings of these studios were characterized by enthusiast 
labor, long working hours, and the lack of boundaries between work and private life. 
This arguably hard-earned tight-knit communal spirit survived further 
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professionalization throughout the 2000s and 2010s. However, the later community-
building efforts, which eventually culminated in the foundation of a local developer 
association in 2020, came from relative outsiders to mainstream video game 
production.  

The now institutionalized Brno game development community can be, on the one 
hand, considered formalized as it is officially tied to local companies, universities, high 
schools, municipal and regional government offices. At the same time, the local 
developer association’s membership structure prioritizes individuals over 
organizations. Most activities of the association are carried out by individual 
volunteers and the association’s funding comes largely from donations by both 
individuals and companies. Even at this stage of relative formalization, the 
representatives of the local community value the informal governance of the local 
developer association afforded by the lack of membership fees as well as the lack of 
monetary compensation for community work. For many, the voluntary nature of this 
labor signals its earnestness. This balancing act of in/formalization, however, often 
leads to self-exploitation. Furthermore, it also potentially problematizes access of new 
people to the association, which features many veterans of the 1990s and early 2000s 
and is dominantly male, as well as the association’s sustainability (see Banks and 
Keogh 2021; Cote and Harris 2023; Whitson et al. 2021). Brno’s video game industry 
thus displays the inherent contradictions between creative leisure and labor (Chia 
2019; Keogh 2021), offering empirical evidence on how developer communities try to 
reconcile these opposing forces. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Funded by the European Union. Views and opinions expressed are however those of 
the author(s) only and do not necessarily reflect those of the European Union or REA. 
Neither the European Union nor REA can be held responsible for them. Grant 
Agreement No. 101132585. 

REFERENCES 

Ayres, Lioness. 2008. ‘Thematic Coding and Analysis’. In The SAGE Encyclopedia of 
Qualitative Research Methods, edited by Lisa M. Given. Sage. 

Banks, John, and Brendan Keogh. 2021. ‘More Than One Flop from Bankruptcy: 
Rethinking Sustainable Independent Game Development’. In Game 
Production Studies, edited by Olli Sotamaa and Jan Švelch. Amsterdam 
University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1hp5hqw.11. 

Browne, Pierson, and Brian R. Schram. 2021. ‘Intermediating the Everyday: Indie 
Game Development and the Labour of Co-Working Spaces’. In Game 
Production Studies, edited by Olli Sotamaa and Jan Švelch. Amsterdam 
University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1hp5hqw.7. 

Chia, Aleena. 2019. ‘The Moral Calculus of Vocational Passion in Digital Gaming’. 
Television & New Media 20 (8): 767–77. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476419851079. 



 

  4   

Chia, Aleena. 2021. ‘Self-Making and Game Making in the Future of Work’. In Game 
Production Studies, edited by Olli Sotamaa and Jan Švelch. Amsterdam 
University Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1hp5hqw.5. 

Cote, Amanda C., and Brandon C. Harris. 2023. ‘The Cruel Optimism of “Good Crunch”: 
How Game Industry Discourses Perpetuate Unsustainable Labor Practices’. 
New Media & Society 25 (3): 609–27. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/14614448211014213. 

Cuthbert Dylan, Murakami Masahiko, and Nakamura Akinori. 2024. ‘BITSUMMIT : 

Launching Indie-Focused Game Events and Role of Regional Source’. 立命館

映像学 18 (December): 7–22. 

Darchen, Sebastien, and Diane-Gabrielle Tremblay. 2015. ‘Policies for Creative 
Clusters: A Comparison between the Video Game Industries in Melbourne and 
Montreal’. European Planning Studies 23 (2): 311–31. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09654313.2013.865712. 

Johns, Jennifer. 2006. ‘Video Games Production Networks: Value Capture, Power 
Relations and Embeddedness’. Journal of Economic Geography 6 (2): 151–80. 
https://doi.org/10.1093/jeg/lbi001. 

Keogh, Brendan. 2019. ‘From Aggressively Formalised to Intensely in/Formalised: 
Accounting for a Wider Range of Videogame Development Practices’. Creative 
Industries Journal 12 (1): 14–33. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/17510694.2018.1532760. 

Keogh, Brendan. 2021. ‘Hobbyist Game Making Between Self-Exploitation and Self-
Emancipation’. In Game Production Studies, edited by Olli Sotamaa and Jan 
Švelch. Amsterdam University Press. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1hp5hqw.4. 

Keogh, Brendan. 2023. The Videogame Industry Does Not Exist: Why We Should Think 
beyond Commercial Game Production. The MIT Press. 

Legault, Marie-Josée, and Johanna Weststar. 2024. Not All Fun and Games: 
Videogame Labour, Project-Based Workplaces, and the New Citizenship at 
Work. Concordia University Press. 

Lehtonen, Miikka J., Antti Ainamo, and J. Harviainen. 2020. ‘The Four Faces of Creative 
Industries: Visualising the Game Industry Ecosystem in Helsinki and Tokyo’. 
Industry and Innovation 27 (9): 1062–87. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13662716.2019.1676704. 

Lehtonen, Miikka J., Katharina S. Schilli, and J. Tuomas Harviainen. 2022. ‘Resilient 
Values in Game Industry Formation: Institutional Perspective to the Finnish 
Context’. Games and Culture 17 (4): 614–38. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/15554120211049572. 

Lipkin, Nadav D. 2019. ‘The Indiepocalypse: The Political-Economy of Independent 
Game Development Labor in Contemporary Indie Markets’. Game Studies 19 
(2). http://gamestudies.org/1902/articles/lipkin. 



 

  5   

Maiuga, Alexandra. 2025. ‘The Role of Grassroots Indie Game Events: How 
Occupational Communities Help Expatriates Integrate In Japan’. Replaying 
Japan 7 (March): 131–42. 

Ruberg, Bonnie. 2019. ‘The Precarious Labor of Queer Indie Game-Making: Who 
Benefits from Making Video Games “Better”?’ Television & New Media 20 (8): 
778–88. https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476419851090. 

Sotamaa, Olli, and Jan Švelch, eds. 2021. Game Production Studies. Amsterdam 
University Press. https://doi.org/10.5117/9789463725439. 

Srauy, Sam. 2019. ‘Precarity and Why Indie Game Developers Can’t Save Us from 
Racism’. Television & New Media 20 (8): 802–12. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1527476419851081. 

Swalwell, Melanie. 2021. Homebrew Gaming and the Beginnings of Vernacular 
Digitality. Game Histories. The MIT Press. 

Whitson, Jennifer R., Bart Simon, and Felan Parker. 2021. ‘The Missing Producer: 
Rethinking Indie Cultural Production in Terms of Entrepreneurship, Relational 
Labour, and Sustainability’. European Journal of Cultural Studies 24 (2): 606–
27. https://doi.org/10.1177/1367549418810082. 

 


