
This is the accepted version of the journal article:

Torres Díaz, Juan Francisco; Feliu i Samuel-Lajeunesse, Joel; Gil-Juárez,
Adriana. «Are inclusion and diversity even possible? A best-fit framework
synthesis of video game development ethnographies». Games and Culture, Vol.
21, Num. 6 (2025), p. 1379-1403 DOI 10.1177/15554120251323334

This version is available at https://ddd.uab.cat/record/335199

under the terms of the  license.



Title

Are inclusion and diversity even possible? A Best-Fit Framework Synthesis of video game 

development ethnographies.

Authors

Juan Francisco Torres-Díaz*, Joel Feliu*, Adriana Gil-Juárez**

*Departament de Psicologia Social, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona.

**Departament de Psicologia Bàsica, Evolutiva i de l'Educació, Universitat Autònoma de 

Barcelona.

Corresponding Author: 

Juan Francisco Torres-Díaz, Departament de Psicologia Social, Universitat Autònoma de 

Barcelona, Campus UAB, 08913, Bellaterra (Cerdanyola del Vallès).

Email: juanfrancisco.torres@autonoma.cat

Declaration of Conflicting Interests 

The author(s) declared no potential conflicts of interest with respect to the research, authorship, 

and/or publication of this article.

Funding 

The author(s) disclosed receipt of the following financial support for the research, authorship, 

and/or publication of this article: This work was supported by the Consejo Nacional de 

Humanidades, Ciencias y Tecnologías from México (Scholarship number 836632). 

Ethical approval and informed consent statements

The present investigation subscribes to the European Code of Conduct for Research Integrity of 

All European Academies (ALLEA). 



https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/docs/2021-2027/horizon/guidance/

european-code-of-conduct-for-research-integrity_horizon_en.pdf

Abstract:

This article synthesizes qualitative evidence from ethnographies within video game development 

companies. A best-fit framework synthesis was conducted, combining the strengths of 

framework and thematic analysis to interpret the results of 55 ethnographic studies. The analysis 

revealed that the field of video game development is dominated by the technologists and 

publishers with economic and cultural capitals determining the positions within the field. Within 

every studio cultural, economic, and social capitals significantly influence developers' 

experiences, with persistent issues of job precarity, extended working hours, and 

underrepresentation of marginalized groups. Developers often face limited creative freedom and 

significant control which affects their work dynamics and inclusion efforts. Despite these 

challenges, some studies highlighted peripheral areas where diversity is actively sought and 

valued. The findings underscore the need for targeted interventions at multiple ecological levels 

to foster a more inclusive and diverse video game development industry.
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" If you’ve got to spend your life making a living at something, you might 

as well do your best to glamorize it a little ". 

- Paco Ignacio Taibo II.

From its humble beginnings, whether at the University of Cambridge in 1952 or at Brookhaven 

National Laboratories in 1958 (DeMaria, 2019), video game development has gone from being 

an isolated and localized practice to being considered a desirable profession where one can make 



a living creating cultural products (Stone, 1995). Since the 1970s, the great mythology of video 

games began with the birth of Atari as an international commercial company (Donovan, 2010), 

since then the industry has been on an unstoppable course, and with it the mythology 

surrounding it has grown, wrapped in glamour, fame, money, recognition and passion. However, 

the industry is quite different between what companies really do and what consumers and 

potential future employees believe (Bulut, 2015a). According to Jennifer Whitson (2020) we tend 

to learn about the world of video game development through design textbooks, project 

postmortems, and academic studies of the industry. These references are extremely valuable; 

however, the vast majority lack a day-to-day approach to development as it naturally occurs 

within studios, leaving out many of the more complex parts of the industry (Kultima, 2018). 

Common within the medium are issues of job precarity (Browne, 2015; Bulut, 2015b, 2020; 

Farmer, 2021; O'Donnell, 2008), stress and burnout related to the widespread practice of 

extended hours, better known as crunch (Gidley & Palmer, 2022, 2023), harassment, sexism and 

gender-based violence (D'Anastasio, 2018), and lack of gender and racial diversity and inclusion 

(Fisher & Harvey, 2012; Johnson, 2010, 2013, 2014).

To this day, the industry is still dominated by a standard subject model: a male, white, 

heterosexual, young man between the ages of 25 and 40, with upper-middle socioeconomic 

status and a college education (Bulut, 2021; Consalvo, 2008; D'Anastasio, 2018; Farmer, 2021; 

Fisher & Harvey, 2012; Johnson, 2010, 2014, 2018; Romie, 2016). Studies such as Bailey et al. 

(2021) confirm that although the number of women in the industry has increased, female 

developers are still the minority. International surveys, such as those conducted by the 

International Game Developers Association (IGDA, 2022), or national surveys, such as the 

White Paper on Spanish Video Game Development (DEV, 2023), repeat what we already know: 



two thirds of the workforce is made up of the type of male subject described above. In this 

context of not only demographic but also symbolic domination (Johnson, 2013), it becomes 

essential to understand the stratification of the industry, the power dynamics, and the testimonies 

of access to the industry from different perspectives.

Empirical studies that attempt to address the everyday life of development are scarce 

(O'Donell, 2014; Sotamaa, 2021), and they are usually based on methodologies that focus on 

interviews, documentary review, and software deconstruction. Even rarer are the investigations 

that give us an everyday view through an ethnographic approach (Whitson, 2020). The reason is 

simple: the industry has legal practices against the disclosure of information, each person within 

the industry signs NDA´s that prohibit them from talking about their work and the projects 

developed; in addition, there is a distrust towards academia (Nieborg, 2011). Because of this 

difficulty in accessing the sector, those ethnographies that manage to show us everyday aspects 

of the industry take on a special value, so it is important to make the most of their contributions.

For this reason, we are interested in knowing how these ethnographies have addressed the 

issue of inclusivity and diversity in video game development. Therefore, the purpose of this 

article is to conduct a qualitative synthesis of the evidence generated in ethnographies of video 

game development, to systematize the findings of these studies, and to assess their contributions 

to diversity and inclusion. There are currently more than thirty methods for conducting a 

synthesis of qualitative evidence (Noyes et al., 2018). For the present article, we chose to use the 

Best-Fit framework synthesis method, following the suggestion of Flemming and Noyes (2021). 

This method combines the strengths of a framework analysis with those of a thematic analysis by 

interpreting the results of other studies from deductive categories generated from a specific 

theoretical framework; at the same time, it allows us to generate inductive and descriptive 



categories about topics that are important but do not fit into the framework. In other words, there 

is an a priori theoretical vision, but this perspective is not imposed on all the data, since those 

issues that fall outside the theory can be understood under emergent categories.

In this way, we can fulfill Whitson's (2018) suggestion of continuing to learn from 

ethnographies of videogame development, while also positioning them as one of the most 

valuable and necessary avenues within game studies. Therefore, the a priori theoretical 

framework must allow us to be sensitive to both the more structural elements found in companies 

and institutions, as well as the day-to-day practices and feelings of developers. Also, it must be 

able to help us understand the state of diversity and inclusion in the industry. In the next section 

we break down the key concepts of our framework, Pierre Bourdieu's field, capital(s) and 

habitus, and show how they can be combined with Nira Yuval Davis' contributions to the concept 

of intersectionality.

Constructivist structuralism and situated intersectionality

The first concept is the notion of field developed by Bourdieu. A field is a network or 

configuration of objective positions occupied by agents or institutions; these positions are 

structured on the basis of the distribution of species of power (or capital) with more value for the 

specific field (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Every field is a site of struggle, where actors seek to 

impose a dominant definition of who can participate (Bourdieu, 1993). In the specific case of the 

video game field, the central struggle lies in defining who can be called a "video game maker," 

thereby determining who has access to the space (Keogh, 2021). By considering the production, 

distribution, and consumption of video games as a field, we can better understand the network of 

relationships between agents and institutions and how power is distributed within it; and why, 



despite the changes that have occurred in the way video games are created, the field continues to 

present such a pronounced dominance by the standard subject mentioned above

Wherever there is a field, there are capitals, which constitute the currency that, by virtue 

of its possession or lack of it, determines the position that each agent or institution occupies in 

the field, whether as dominant or dominated, as hegemony or periphery. For Bourdieu (1986), 

capital appears in three basic forms. First, economic capital, which is directly perceived in the 

form of money or economic goods such as property rights. Second, cultural capital, which can 

exist in three different forms: (a) in the embodied state, which is manifested in the practices, 

skills, or attitudes that a person has acquired and internalized; an example in video game 

development is the knowledge of coding and the use of specific software in design and art 

creation; (b) in the objectified state, which is flaunted in cultural goods that are valued by peers, 

such as books on development or video game-related collectibles; and (c) in the institutionalized 

state, which includes credentials or certificates endorsed by an educational institution, such as 

university degrees. Third, social capital is expressed through the ties, connections, and contacts 

available to an actor. A fundamental nuance is that we can define symbolic capital in terms of the 

possession and recognition of the capitals described above, or, in other words, that recognition of 

status is granted to an agent in the knowledge that he or she possesses the requisite species of 

economic or cultural power (Bourdieu, 1990a).

Essential concepts of structuralist constructivism, such as the notions of capital(s), allow 

us to understand how the establishment and maintenance of inequalities in a field is structured 

from the relationships between class, race, and gender (Woodward, 2018). From these 

intersections, Helga Nowotny (1981) develops the notion of emotional capital, which she defines 

as knowledge, relationships, and skills focused on emotional management and care. According to 



the author, this capital is mainly valued in the private sphere, traditionally assigned to women 

through all the mechanisms of male domination and symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 2002). In the 

public sphere, only in certain fields such as medicine or education (through activities labeled as 

"feminine" such as nursing or teaching children) this type of capital is seen as desirable. Yuval-

Davis (2015) warns us of the complexity of experiences when considering the intersections of 

identities and contexts, how different forms of oppression intersect simultaneously and 

specifically in each context, which we must be attentive to recognize the different positions 

within each interaction.

The next relevant notion is that of habitus. For Bourdieu (1990b): 

“It ensures the active presence of past experiences, which, deposited in each 

organism in the form of schemes of perception, thought and action, tend to 

guarantee the 'correctness' of practices and their constancy over time, more 

reliably than all formal rules and explicit norms.” (p. 54, emphasis added).

In simple terms, the habitus is a set of dispositions that ensures consistency in our 

social actions across different contexts. It should be clarified that the habitus is never a 

mechanical replica of social structures; each person experiences different contexts that 

can reinforce or challenge our habitus, creating inconsistencies and ruptures (Wacquant, 

2018). These multiple structures of a habitus come from experiences related to the 

various axes of social division that shape us as intersections - gender, race and class, etc. 

(Yuval-Davis, 2015). These different intersections are constituted by one another but 

cannot be reduced to one another; each has a different ontological basis that establishes 

power dynamics, symbolic exchanges, and position in the social hierarchy (Stoetzler & 

Yuval-Davis, 2002).



In the case of gender, the power dynamics are shaped around the ideas of 

sexuality and reproduction (Yuval-Davis, 2015), in which, according to Bourdieu (2002), 

femininity has historically been constructed with less value than masculinity in the 

market of symbolic goods; anything associated with the feminine generally has a passive 

connotation as opposed to the active masculine. In the case of class, the discourse is 

sustained around the ideas of production and consumption (Bourdieu, 1987). While the 

idea of race and racialization is associated with discourses in which the myth of a 

"common origin" is exalted, whether biological, cultural or historical, which draws 

boundaries of inclusion/exclusion (Yuval-Davis, 2015). In this sense, we believe it is 

important to acknowledge that each of us possesses diverse gender dispositions (habitus), 

class dispositions, and racial/cultural dispositions. In addition to this sensitivity to the 

different types of habitus, Stoelzer and Yuval-Davis (2002) raise the importance of 

analyzing both marginalized and hegemonic experiences, because for a liberating and 

emancipatory movement to take place, it is necessary to understand how people at the 

center of power think and act.

Below, we present the steps taken to achieve a qualitative synthesis of the 

ethnographies conducted in video game companies to understand the barriers to diversity 

and inclusion they present. 

Method

To achieve our objective, we followed the PRISMA protocols for a systematic review approach 

(Page et al., 2021). As a first step, we searched and identified ethnographies conducted in the 

field. Table 1 shows the databases we used, as well as the keywords and their combinations. In a 



field like video games, which is inherently interdisciplinary, there are various terms by which 

workers within the industry can be identified. Recently, authors such as Sotamaa and Svelch 

(2021) and Keogh (2023) have proposed alternative terms like “game production” and 

“gamemaker,” respectively. These terms challenge the dominant concept of “development” as a 

definition tied to hegemonic production in the video game industry. In our case, the decision to 

use the terms “video game developer” and “game development” is a deliberate theoretical 

choice, grounded in our goal of examining how inclusion and diversity have been addressed 

within this hegemonic “industry.” Ultimately, this decision represents a trade-off: while we may 

overlook ethnographies conducted in peripheral and alternative production spaces, we gain a 

body of texts that—consciously or unconsciously—reproduce the idea of development as the 

primary space of creation, a space where historically, there have been limited changes regarding 

diversity and inclusion.

The limits we set for the search were texts in English, with keywords in the title, abstract 

or keywords; except in Google Scholar, whose search options only allow searching in the title or 

all text fields, so we chose the latter. The types of articles we selected were articles, books, 

dissertations, theses, and proceedings. Finally, we considered all studies published up to the date 

of the search, March 2023.



Table 1 Search strategy for the review
Databases:
SCOPUS, Web of Science, Emerald and Google Scholar.
Limits: Language (English), In Title/Abstract/Key words, 
Document: Article, Books, Dissertation, Thesis and Proceedings 
Date of publication: All times
Search strategy: 1 OR 2 OR 3 OR 4

1 * ethnographic game developers
2 *ethnographic game development
3 *game development ethnography

4
* ethnography game developers

Example 
(SCOPUS)

TITLE-ABS-KEY (*ethnographic game developers*) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY 
(*ethnographic game developers*) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY (*ethnographic game 
developers*) OR TITLE-ABS-KEY (*ethnographic game developers*) OR 
TITLE-ABS-KEY (*ethnographic game developers*)

In the PRISMA scheme below (Figure 1), we show the total of 115 articles identified and 

selected from all databases. We then used Zotero tools to remove duplicate studies (n = 7). We 

then examined the remaining studies to identify those whose focus went beyond video game 

development, focusing on software development companies or content creation for social 

networks or marketing, for which we searched for keywords such as *software* and/or *digital 

content*; we excluded 16 studies in this step.

[Insert Figure 1.]

Finally, we evaluated the studies (n=92) according to the following inclusion criteria: 1) 

Type of study, empirical studies reporting direct data from ethnography; 2) Context, ethnographic 

studies conducted within video game development spaces such as companies, incubators and 

accelerators; 3) Techniques used, studies whose main source of information are field diaries or 

ethnographic interviews. Studies had to meet all inclusion criteria. The three authors reviewed 

the texts in depth, with the first author reviewing all the studies and the remaining two authors 



each reviewing half of the articles, so that each study received two different reviews. We held 

agreement and disagreement meetings to resolve the discrepancies. Finally, we excluded thirty-

seven studies because they did not meet one or more of the criteria. Therefore, we selected fifty-

five articles for the present analysis.

Quality assessment

We assessed the selected articles using the Critical Appraisal Skills Program (CASP) checklist 

for qualitative studies (2023). This checklist consists of ten questions that assess the validity, 

clarity and usefulness of each study. We followed the same procedure, with the lead author rating 

all articles and the remaining authors dividing the articles in half. Most of the articles (n=48) 

satisfactorily met all the quality conditions, only five articles did not meet the condition of a 

rigorous analysis, and two others had only some other section where their quality could not be 

determined, but they provided interesting information and, met half or more of the conditions, so 

they were not discarded (see Appendix 1).

Best-Fit Framework Analysis

Once the quality of the studies was assured, we proceeded with qualitative evidence 

synthesis (Grant & Booth, 2009). The first step was the operationalization of the 

categories in our a priori framework. This process involved identifying the key 

theoretical concepts from Pierre Bourdieu (1990a, 1990b)—field, capital(s), habitus, and 

symbolic violence—and Yuval-Davis’s concept of situated intersectionality (2015, 2016)

—belonging—and adapting them to the field of video game development. All authors 

reviewed the operationalizations until consensus was reached across all categories (see 

Appendix 2). Together, these categories allowed us to reevaluate the findings from the 



ethnographies within video game companies to understand how the dynamics within such 

a hegemonic industry allow for diversity and inclusion. 

Coding

Once our a priori framework was developed, we began coding our texts, which involved two 

procedures: deductive coding based on our a priori categories and inductive coding based on 

codes in vivo (Flemming & Noyes, 2021). The second method, unlike the first, allows for the 

development of emerging categories using the language expressed within the research. For 

example, in our case, the concept of "game talk" proposed by O'Donnell (2014) represented an 

important idea that we believed should not be overlooked within our a priori categories. This is 

precisely where the main strength of the Best-Fit analysis framework lies.

We used ATLAS.ti software (version 9.1.7) to perform the coding of the 55 studies 

included in our study. The lead author coded all documents; during this process, we held sessions 

in which all researchers discussed coding from the framework, resolved coding disagreements, 

and generated new thematic categories. These sessions continued through the synthesis process, 

where we decided on the final categories that would be part of the findings for this article.

Results

The analysis resulted in 240 codes from which we collected a total of 6,582 citations. 

Table 2 shows each of our a priori categories, as well as the number of citations 

generated within each category; and the Appendix 3 shows one hundred thematic 

categories, as well as the number of citations generated by each category. Combining 

these two tables, the ten categories with the highest presence across ethnographic studies 

were embodied cultural capital (n=518), creativity (n=506), developers (n=266), testers 



(n=242), economic capital (n=233), passion (n=224), gamer (n=214), community 

(n=200), indie (n=200), and gender habitus (n=191).

In the following, we present the analysis of the ethnographies based on our a priori 

framework. The logic of the analyses follows the order in which we introduced our theoretical 

concepts: we begin by describing the development of video games under the notion of field, then 

Table 2
Framework a priori categories and their 

number of citations 
Code N° Citations

Embodied Cultural Capital 518

Economic Capital 233

Gender Habitus 191

Social Capital 168

Habitus Other 100

Symbolic Capital 80

Emotional Capital 50

Symbolic Violence 48

Racial Habitus 40

Institutionalized Cultural 
Capital

35

Belonging Social Location 25

Belonging Ethics and Politics 17

Class Habitus 15

Field 11

Belonging Identification and 
Emotion

11

Objectified Cultural Capital 9



we analyze the valued capitals and the dominant habitus, then we describe the complexity of 

identifying belonging in intersectional categories due to the dominant identity label of gamer. 

Finally, the thematic analysis addresses the category of creativity and its relationship to control, 

militarization, and working conditions.

The field of video game development

In recent years, Brendan Keogh (2021, 2023) has conceptualized the field of video game 

production in a way that challenges the traditional notion of an industry. In our case, while 

naming “the field video game development" may seem like a subtle and insignificant difference, 

it positions us on different analytical scales. Keogh’s (2023) approach is much broader, as it 

includes peripheral and alternative spaces of creation, whereas our approach, by using the term 

“development,” aligns more closely with the hegemonic image of the industry. As we explained 

earlier, this decision is deliberate, as we aim to understand how this dominant production field is 

structured.

Any field can be mapped to identify how it is structured, who the main actors are, what 

their current and possible positions are, and what specific capitals are at stake in this structuring. 

A crucial point to consider is that we can only understand a specific state in the evolution of any 

field. Bourdieu (1993) reminds us that every field is a site of struggle and, as such, is in constant 

transformation. In Figure 2, we present a map that reflects the state of the field video game 

development between 2010 and 2015. Over the past decade, this field has undergone significant 

changes, as Keogh (2023) suggests, a more in/formalized industry has been generated. 

Our cartography is composed as a Cartesian plane, where the Y-axis (vertical) is defined 

by the economic capital possessed by each actor, while the X-axis (horizontal) is determined by 



the cultural capital, understood as the intellectual properties under the control of each actor; these 

can range from characters, stories and/or technological patents.

The domain of this field belongs to the technologists, a term adopted by Johnson (2010). 

There are currently three companies that can be grouped under this term: Nintendo, Sony and 

Microsoft. Their dominance lies in the development of specialized video game consoles and the 

DevKits required for video game production (Browne, 2015; O'Donnell, 2014). These companies 

have the resources and logistical structure to publish and distribute their own video games, and 

throughout their history they have acquired dozens of other developer studios to work 

exclusively for them (Johnson, 2010). 

At the center of the field, we found the publishers. They play two indispensable roles, the 

first consists in financing the development studios, it is in this agreement that the publishers 

acquire control over the projects, determining the times and limits of development; this is 

perfectly in line with what Bourdieu (1988) has described in other fields where cultural capital is 

dominated by economic capital, in this case all the work of the developers is subordinated to the 

guidelines of the publishers who provide the financing. It is common for this funding to end in 

many cases in an acquisition, where the developer studio becomes part of the publisher. The 

second role derives from the first and is the distribution of video games to the market for 

consumption. Even with the rise of virtual stores for free distribution, such as Steam, Google 

Play, Epic Store or App Store, publishers continue to perpetuate their power; it is almost 

impossible for a developer to be visible in the sea of video games that are published every day, 

so it is necessary to have the support of a publisher to stand out (Gómez, 2014; Gómez and 

González-Pérez, 2015). 



At the bottom of the field are the developers' studios. Within this space we place a 

subdivision. In his dissertation, Browne (2015) presents a scheme created by Jason Della Rocca 

to explain the typology of studios along two axes: creative freedom and legal freedom. We keep 

the Y-axis (vertical) as economic capital, while the X-axis (horizontal) is the creative freedom 

proposed by Della Rocca. Following this new logic, we find three possible spaces: 1) AAA, 

those companies with high economic production values but less creative freedom; 2) AA, 

development companies that have emerged in recent years that have high production values, and, 

as relatively new studios they propose IPs with greater freedom; and finally, 3) Indie, which, 

without losing sight of the proposal on the multiple definitions of the term proposed by Lipkin 

(2013), in our mapping we associate it with those actors who have more limited economic capital 

but have enormous creative freedom.

The different possible positions of developers are structured according to the logic that in 

the art world the self-proclaimed true art is separated from the mass content (Bourdieu, 1993). 

Independent developers find value in their creative freedom, and although they want to be able to 

live from their creations, they are not willing to commit to a large corporation, they are not 

"sellouts" despite being in a precarious economic situation; they find value in creating "honest 

and true" video games. For its part, AAA production is the place where economic security is 

most common - it is not the norm, as according to Bulut (2015) precarity is present throughout 

the industry, just in different intensities - but creators often feel like they are on a production line 

where they have little to no influence in the games they create. As Browne (2015) describes: "in 

mainstream industries, creative labor (art, engineering, design) has often been pitted against 

business concerns (marketing, management, community development)" (p. 26).

[Insert Figure 2]



Capitals and habitus in video game production

Development studios are typically organized into several teams, each with its own 

software skills and management (Ash, 2010, 2016). The most mentioned teams within 

studios are design, coding, art, and testers. Designers are the superstars of the industry 

due to the embodied cultural capital they possess, supported by the notion of "fun"; their 

job is to create fun mechanics that provide players with hours of entertainment (Banks, 

2009, 2013). This cultural capital is not something that can be learned, it is something 

more artisanal, one cannot pedagogically learn what is fun, one simply develops the 

expertise to create fun experiences. This non-explicit craft knowledge allows designers to 

be at the highest point of development (Bourdieu, 1993), forming an elite that is difficult 

to access. 

In a second place we have the coders; in a field so dependent on technology, it is 

not surprising that the holders of such cultural capital occupy a dominant place within 

companies, often being the meeting point between the different teams. They are the ones 

who translate "fun" concepts into code that can be implemented in the game, just as they 

translate art into a world that can be explored (Tran & Biddle, 2008, 2009). Then, as part 

of the so-called creative jobs (Cohendet & Simon, 2007), we have the art team. The 

cultural capital that this group possesses comes from, among other things, their 

attachment to visual arts practices such as drawing, sculpture, writing, and music, as well 

as the notions of aesthetics associated with them (Jørgensen, 2019). This type of 

knowledge is in a dominated position within the field of video games, as Pelletier (2022) 

reports, it is the technological capabilities of each generation that have dictated the type 

of aesthetics allowed, whether in the early 8-bit or 16-bit consoles to the present day, 



where more realism is sought. In other words, historically, art has been at the service of 

game mechanics and technology. At the bottom rung of jobs directly related to video 

game development are testers. They are in a distinct position because their job is to find 

bugs so that artists, coders, and designers can fix them. Despite the fact that ensuring 

product quality is an essential job, testers are perceived as lacking cultural capital, they 

are seen without any skills and knowledge, in short, they are considered deskilled (Bulut, 

2014).

Although each of these jobs has a specific cultural capital, they all share two 

fundamental characteristics: game talk and passion for video games. Game talk is a 

concept created by O'Donnell (2014) to refer to the cultural capital that allows developers 

to talk about complex concepts through references to old games, gameplay mechanics, 

specific missions or levels, and particular sensations created in a video game – a similar 

concept is found in Peppler and Kafai's (2010) gaming fluencies. In the authors' words: 

"This vernacular works because games provide developers with discursive resources to 

describe abstract concepts of the game, such as its mechanics. Since there is no 

"discipline" of game development, games themselves have become a kind of lingua 

franca." (O'Donnell, 2014, p. 42).

This lingua franca is essential within the field of development and is reinforced 

by the expression of passion, which ultimately becomes a disposition (habitus) essential 

to access the field of video game development (Bulut, 2015). It even becomes an explicit 

mandate within companies, as shown by Morgan Romine (2016) who, in her observation 

of the BlueSky Games studio, notes that among the studio's eight values, number three 

expresses "Be passionate, love video games, have fun." Both, talking about and being 



passionate about video games are learned from the childhood and adolescence of 

developers and excludes those who have not had that opportunity. Ultimately, passion at 

all levels becomes a double-edged sword, as it is a fundamental part of workers' 

dispositions, but at the same time it is directly related to crunch and work precarity. As 

Consalvo (2008) describes, no one is exempt from this phenomenon; in order to prove 

that they are truly passionate about video games, developers tend to fall into a perpetual 

state of "self-imposed" exploitation.

Another commonality among developers is that they mostly share a masculinized 

gender habitus. In each position, it is presented with specific nuances, for example, 

designers reinforce practices related to militarization or violence in the mechanics of their 

video games (Keogh, 2015; Styhre, 2020). Programmers, as representatives of the 

technological component, are linked to the idea that science and technology are the 

domain of men, this idea is what Johnson has called techno-masculinity (2018). Artists, 

for their part, tend to reproduce aesthetic ideas associated with the hypermasculine, 

hyperfeminine and hypersexualized. As Stone (1985) mentions when talking about the 

development of video games, in the 1980s the presence of female characters was 

common for the sole purpose of exposing them to the gaze of the protagonist, and 

although there has definitely been a change since those years, hypersexualized 

stereotypes are still reproduced (Johnson, 2010). Even the testers reproduce a 

masculinized habitus by maintaining a workspace associated with the ideals of the 

college fraternity. As mentioned by Bulut (2015a) in his description of the tester pit, toys, 

junk food, talk about competition and jokes very characteristic of American fraternities 



abound, something that has been present since the beginning of the industry (Stone, 

1985).

Sotamaa (2021) perfectly describes how the industry in general is divided along gender 

lines, with creative positions dominated by men, while other positions such as marketing and 

human resources are considered feminine. This dominant masculine habitus in creative positions 

is reproduced and perpetuated on a daily basis. Recently, Foust (2024), also relying on the 

concept of habitus, argues that misogyny is a prevalent disposition in some video game 

companies. This conclusion is particularly evident through the analysis of the lawsuit filed by the 

California Department of Fair Employment and Housing (DFEH) against Activision Blizzard in 

2021. The lawsuit highlights the daily experiences of workers, including assault, harassment, and 

structural sexism. According to Foust, assault is a behavior so severe that it is universally 

regarded as unacceptable. Harassment, on the other hand, is often more subtle, manifesting in 

jokes and comments, which makes it harder to prove its seriousness or intent in a legal context. 

Lastly, structural sexism refers to invisible practices, such as the lack of consideration for or 

promotion of women within the company, either because they are seen as less capable or as a 

form of retaliation for resisting the company's sexist culture. While not all employees engaged in 

these behaviors, they were nonetheless perceived as common occurrences, reinforcing the 

misogynistic disposition (habitus) within Activision Blizzard. This normalization of such 

behavior helps explain the significant challenges in creating safe, diverse, and inclusive spaces 

(Johnson, 2013).

The gamer: categorical belonging and masculinity

The ethnographies collected do not allow for much exploration of the experience of 

belonging and the multiple intersections within the field of video game development. We 



attribute this to two fundamental factors, the first having to do with the apparent 

demographic and symbolic dominance of masculinity, while the second is the need to be 

labeled as a gamer in order to belong. 

Regarding the first factor, the gender gap in video game production is a historical 

problem (Stone, 1985) that unfortunately persists to this day. The solution to this problem 

is more complex than simply "adding more women to the industry" because, as Fisher 

and Harvey (2012) mention, if the dominant narrative is not challenged, attempts at 

inclusivity have a high probability of failure. Ultimately, every habitus seeks to reproduce 

itself regardless of the actor exercising it, or in other words, when women enter the field, 

they are forced to adopt some masculinized dispositions – through symbolic violence at 

best, and physical violence or harassment at worst – in order to fit in (Bourdieu, 2002). 

For this reason, gender-centered studies such as Johnson (2010, 2013, 2018), 

Romine (2016), Shaw (2015), or Westecott et al. (2019) are essential. However, this 

centrality has sometimes overshadowed and left out more intersectional visions interested 

in analyzing gender along with class and race. The development of video games has a 

middle-class tinge, the prices of consoles and video games in all countries make them an 

entertainment accessible only to middle- and upper-class strata. According to Bourdieu 

(1987), video games today serve as a marker of class differentiation. Therefore, when 

discussing developers, it is important to consider the role of class predispositions.

When examining race and culture, we identify two key aspects: first, each region has its 

own unique racial and cultural perspective; second, this topic has been somewhat marginalized in 

the ethnographies within our sample. Regarding the first point, Aphra Kerr, in her book Global 

Games (2017), argues that understanding the production of video games requires attention to two 



distinct scales: the global/international level and the local level of each country or even each city. 

Kerr advocates for a "translocal" perspective, emphasizing that both international conditions and 

local factors—such as economic, social, and housing circumstances, labor rights, and, in our 

case, the racial and cultural outlooks of each region—shape the types of video games produced. 

Our analysis reveals that most of the ethnographies in our sample focus on the Global North, 

particularly the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, and Nordic countries like 

Finland, Norway, and Sweden. While each of these regions offers a distinct racial and cultural 

viewpoint, a dominant theme emerges: a Caucasian/white perspective, which reflects the 

prevailing notion of the "ideal" developer in the field.

Only three articles in our review present different approaches: Gómez (2014) and 

Gómez & González-Pérez (2015), which focus on Colombia, and Farmer (2021), who 

analyzes Cape Town as a development hub. This leads us to the second point: even within 

ethnographies from different geographical contexts, only Farmer (2021) adopts an 

intersectional approach to examine the impact of racial and cultural perspectives on video 

game production. This highlights the need for ethnographic studies that follow a 

translocal framework, aiming to understand the various racial and cultural dispositions 

(habitus) that influence video game development. Among the ethnographies that explore 

these interests are Farmer (2021), Fisher and Harvey (2012), Johnson (2014), and Peppler 

and Kafai (2007, 2010).

Regarding the second factor, gamers are typically defined by their passion for 

video games, often fitting a white, middle-class, masculine dispositions (habitus). The 

logic within the field is that prior identities of gender, class, and race should be erased 

because one is first and foremost a gamer. This kind of logic is similar to the one 



described by Liu (2004) regarding teamwork as a denial of diversity within corporations. 

Romine (2016) provides an interesting example:

"I talked to several of BlueSky’s designers right after they had hired their first 

woman into the design team, and they consistently described her as passionate. 

One designer said emphatically “we were looking for passion and she blew 

everybody's doors off! The chick can communicate with all the same vocabulary. 

She can dish it as well as anyone else.” With some deeper digging, several of 

those designers mentioned with rich tones of approval that this woman designer 

had cited Shadow of the Colossus as one of her favorite games.” p. 134 

This designer was glorified because she was enthusiastic and had the same tastes 

in video games as the rest of the team, making her a connoisseur. In this case, Romine 

(2016) presents us with a successful case where the gamer label is given to a woman, but 

this is not the general case, although the logic mentioned above dictates that being a 

gamer erases your other characteristics, it is easier that the honor of being a gamer ends 

up being given to white-skinned men (Johnson, 2013); women are often mistaken for 

girlfriends or casual gamers (Fisher & Harvey, 2013). For this reason, we find a double 

attachment to this label by those who do not fit into being a gamer, or they are people 

who show greater intensity and proudly carry the gamer credential, accepting the erasure 

of their characteristics; or on the other hand, they are more reluctant to be called gamers, 

it is less common for women to called themselves with this label (Shaw, 2015). This 

makes it more complex to identify places, sensations, and ethics of belonging in different 

intersections. When those who speak end up seeing themselves primarily as gamers, it 

becomes almost impossible to open the conversation to diversity and inclusion.



Creativity versus control, militarization and labor

Following the structure proposed by Flemming & Noyes (2021), thematic analysis 

allowed us to go beyond the limits of the a priori framework to discover and describe 

other categories that helped us understand what the main interests of ethnographies in 

video game companies are.

During the thematic analysis, creativity emerged as the most cited category in 

ethnographies of video game production. However, it has been studied and described 

from so many discourses that it has become blurred. For example, creativity is a 

fundamental embodied cultural capital; according to the myth of the field, one cannot 

make a video game without creativity (Cohendet et al., 2016; Koleva et al., 2015; 

Tschang & Szczcypula, 2006; Young, 2018). It is also the ethos of indie developers who 

position themselves as different from large corporations that are seen as production lines 

(Browne, 2015; Styrhe, 2020; Styhre & Remneland-Wikhamn, 2021). Similarly, authors 

such as Grandadam et al. (2013) have noted the tendency for creativity to be concentrated 

in certain cities, generating particular political and economic dynamics. Creativity is so 

fundamental that many authors define developers as creative workers and their work as 

creative labor (Parker & Perks, 2021; Sotamaa, 2021; Vang & Tschang, 2012). 

However, there is a fundamental incongruity between what creativity means, what 

it is commonly desired to be, and the actual practices that delimit it. Creativity encounters 

and confronts three fundamental issues: control, militarization, and working conditions. 

Regarding the first, there is a strong interest in all companies to be able to control the 

creative process of video game development (Zackariasson et al., 2006a; Zackariasson et 

al., 2006b). In organizational ethnographies, references abound to the logics most used by 



teams to structure work and control production time and resources, the most used being 

the Sprint and SCRUM boards (Goh & Clauss, 2018), even in serious games (Gestwicki 

& McNely, 2012). For their part, Walfisz et al. (2006) highlight the challenges that 

project managers face in finding the fine balance between guiding teams to meet work 

deadlines and leaving room for each employee to maintain their autonomy and creativity. 

We see this interest in control in the early years of the industry. In Stone's (1985) words, 

ATARI hired managers from companies such as Lockheed, General Dynamics, Martin 

Marietta, and McDonnell Douglas to oversee the progress of the programmers of the 

time. This brings us to the link with militarization. The closeness of video games to the 

military industry and history is deep, historically present not only at the level of 

proximity of companies or promiscuity of personnel, but also within video games: the 

military theme dominates the production scene, which limits creativity in both AAA and 

indies (Bulut, 2014, 2015). Moreover, it is well known that video games are used in 

military training exercises (Keller, 2023).

Finally, working conditions represent a paradoxical state between myth and reality. As 

mentioned by Bulut (2015a, 2015b), because video game development is understood as creative 

labor, it is believed that working in this industry is entering a field of bonanza and glamour 

where there is no room for precariousness. However, precariousness is the norm, the only 

difference being the degree. An example of this is the crunch, which is one of the most common 

experiences of workers, sometimes reaching loads of more than 12 hours of work per day, even 

in such prestigious studios as Naughty Dog (Schreier, 2020) and many others. This often has an 

impact on the health of developers, with burnout often cited after the completion of a project 

(Farmer, 2021; Gidley et al., 2023). Another common practice associated with precariousness is 



often unpaid work, both for developers (Banks, 2013; Pelletier, 2022; Sotamaa, 2021, Young; 

2018) and for amateurs who dedicate hours of their lives to creating mods without receiving any 

economic capital in return (Johnson, 2013). 

Conclusions

It is difficult to talk about inclusivity and diversity in the day-to-day life of video game 

development when the field is structured and reproduces forms of middle-class white 

male dispositions (habitus). The actions of developers perpetuate this habitus by 

establishing symbolic violence that compels those who are different to adapt and change 

in order to fit into the field. One example of this is the label 'gamer,' whose logic erases 

and marginalizes alternative ways of being. In response to this dominant logic, two 

possible reactions emerge: resistance to these hegemonic identities (Shaw, 2015), or the 

adoption of these masculine modes of development, as described by Consalvo (2008), in 

the case of female developers who internalize notions of passion and sacrifice in order to 

belong to the field. If these practices are not questioned, they can escalate into a full 

disposition of misogyny, as demonstrated by Foust (2024) in the Blizzard case, where 

assault, harassment, and structural sexism became normalized within the company's 

culture. For these reasons we can respond that inclusion and diversity are hidden and 

erased within the field. 

But where there is power, there is resistance.  Although ethnographies show us the 

centrality of the field as a space not very prone to difference, proposals like those of 

Westecott et al. (2019) suggest focusing on inclusion, diversity, and belonging within the 

industry, considering various ecological levels: personal, interpersonal, team, studio, 



company, industry, and society. In this way, the dual social definition of habitus and 

structure is addressed to target changes within the field (Bourdieu, 1990b). In addition, 

there are ethnographies such as Fisher & Harvey (2012) and Farmer (2021) that delve 

into peripheral places where diversity is sought as a valuable resource for making video 

games. It is in these places that future ethnographies should focus on how video game 

development is lived, experienced, and struggles to open up. 

Regarding the thematic analysis, there are two key points we wish to explore. 

First, new academic studies should help to clarify the concept of creativity and its 

different definitions, both in the organizational spots and in the field positions, so that the 

tension with the practices that limit it does not become the elephant in the room. Being 

creative is very different for a sound designer than for a programmer (Coleman et al., 

2005). Similarly, the recognition of creativity is not the same for a female developer on 

the periphery, who may be denied access, as it is for a male AAA developer recognized 

for the mechanics of his video games. Creativity exists in the different positions of each 

agent in the field, but always in tension with control, militarization, and precarious labor. 

Therefore, different positions will lead to different definitions (Bourdieu et al., 1991); 

that is, different possibilities for experimentation and expression.

Second, what is said about a topic is as important as what is left unsaid. In this 

case, during the thematic analysis, we were surprised by the lack of references in the 

ethnographies regarding topics such as the game-as-a-service paradigm (Dubois & 

Weststar, 2022), monetization (van Roessel & Svelch, 2021), and data-analytics (Sotamaa 

et al., 2023), which are forms of production that have significantly shaped the field of 

video game development in recent years. Only Banks (2009) and Romine (2016) briefly 



address the use of data analytics and monetization models in "free-to-play" games, 

respectively, in a very peripheral way. The remaining ethnographies in this analysis show 

little interest in these topics. We believe that the reason for this, as previously noted, lies 

in the exaltation of creativity and the creative processes of designers, programmers, and 

artists in video game development, which tends to overshadow decisions more closely 

related to business and marketing aspects. Of course, these topics have been addressed 

using other methodologies; however, echoing Whitson (2020) once again, it would be 

important to adopt an ethnographic approach that illustrates how developers make 

decisions related to game-as-a-service paradigms, monetization, and data-analytics.

One limitation of our analysis is the specific focus on ethnographies of video 

game development. The field is much broader than this (Keogh, 2023); there is a need for 

studies that allow us to learn more about how technologists and publishers signify their 

position and how they attempt to maintain dominance. We believe that certain 

characteristics of development studios, such as the white, middle-class male dispositions, 

tend to be replicated in other parts of the field, as companies like Sony act as publishers 

and own studios where symbolic and real violence is replicated, such as the crunch. 

(Schreier, 2020). However, despite these similarities, as one moves along the vertical axis 

within the field, economic capital plays a more decisive role, reproducing much more 

corporatist logics. We know that this suggestion is very complex to follow, due to the fact 

that the hegemonic industry is maintained under what O'Donnell (2014) has described as 

the secret society syndrome: if it is extremely complex to access a studio due to all the 

secrecy and stipulated NDA's, reaching the upper echelons of the field seems almost 

impossible, but it is necessary to try to break through.



As Paco Ignacio Taibo II mentions in the sentence that opens this article, we all 

tend to glamorize our work. Specifically, video game development is a field that has often 

fallen prey to myths, such as the economic value of the industry (Keogh, 2023) or the 

exciting nature of developers' work (Bulut, 2020). These narratives have obscured many 

of the darker aspects of development work. For this reason, this research is dedicated to 

all those scholars who seek to look beyond these hegemonic narratives. Our proposal 

aims to highlight the ethnographies that reveal the day-to-day life within the field of 

video game development, which unfolds amidst a maelstrom of creativity, economic 

dominance, technomasculinity (Johnson, 2013), game talk (O'Donnell, 2014), passion 

(Romine, 2016), misogyny (Foust, 2014), and, particularly, a lack of gender and racial 

diversity and inclusion (Fisher & Harvey, 2012).
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FIGURE 1 | PRISMA flowchart detailing the identification, screening, and eligibility phases prior to framework synthesis. 
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