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Abstract

The concept and experience of community have been changing in contemporary soci-
eties, from a traditional concept in an idealistic, homogeneous context, characterized
by union, to the exploration and experience of new forms of organization and partic-
ipation. The specific characteristics and dynamics of emerging video game (VG) com-
munities can help us better understand the importance of game cultures. Based on an
ethnographic study of five game jams and data from eight focus group discussions with
game jam and VG community participants, this study explores five analytic and emerg-
ing dimensions of the VG community: meanings and perceptions associated with the
VG community, feelings of belonging, issues of access, structure, and organization, and
contexts of participation. These results improve our understanding of the ways par-
ticipants in VG communities can be seen as creators of game culture and how VG
communities are recreating the concept and experience of community in contempo-
rary societies.
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Introduction

We live in a “gameful,” “ludified” society (Walz & Deterding, 2015) and in a century
that has come to be called the ludic century or the “playing age” (Zimmerman, 2014).
Game cultures have been studied in this context as a fundamental expression, useful for
understanding the society in which we live (Sutton-Smith, 2009). More and more
people are coming together around the shared interest of games, and in a digital
society, video game (VG) communities have emerged as communities with specific
characteristics and dynamics that need to be researched as emerging cultural and edu-
cational contexts (Gee, 2009).

The concept of community, as the ideal of a commonplace, of belonging and con-
tinuity, where relationships are of the highest value, as is the feeling of communitas
(Henricks, 2015; Turner, 2012), seems to have been reinvented and recreated by
these new contemporary communities (Bauman, 2013). These communities tend not
to be geographically centered, but are multi-situated and hybrid; they involve a
great diversity of experiences and people with different identities meeting together,
mostly in a voluntary way, and moved by a common interest and feelings of affinity
(Gere, 2008; Jenkins, 2015).

Several studies have considered VG communities as emergent contexts in which
people can express themselves and share knowledge in multiple ways (Jenkins,
2015), and as important “spaces of affinity” where people come together because of
common interest, spontaneously and voluntarily, without the apparent mediation or
control of formal institutions (Gee, 2009). VG communities have also been studied
as “digital contexts of sociability” (Handberg, 2015), bridging online and offline
worlds, and as “third spaces” or alternative (e.g., to family or school) socialization con-
texts, where participants can find “equipment for life” (Bourgonjon & Soetaert, 2013)
and “powerful opportunities to learn” (Gee, 2009, p. 76). These communities have
been characterized as places of “personal connection” which bring together a
diverse group of people around fruition and pleasure (Schulzke, 2009) and which chal-
lenge members to participate collectively in activities like mentoring or volunteer work
(Rainie & Wellman, 2014). In line with this, several studies have considered VG com-
munities as contexts for development of various educational processes (e.g., Aarseth,
2007; Gee, 2009; Jenkins, 2015) that bring them closer to the concept and practice of
learning communities (Gee, 2009) and highlight the role of these communities as
places to educate and learn (Gere, 2008).

Game jams (GJ) are important places of participation in VG communities, not only
as contexts for creating and playing VGs, but also as privileged contexts for the com-
munity to meet, participate and have shared lived experiences. GJ have been defined as
“contemporary happenings” and “accelerated events,” developed with the aim of
co-creating new video games and having a wide array of possibilities and formats
(Kultima et al., 2016; Locke et al., 2015). There has been a recent growth of a
“jamming culture,” with an increasing number and a larger variation of formats and
themes for GJ. The academic community has increasingly been recognizing the
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value of these experiences and their educational potential and dynamics, as well as
considering them, overall, as “an inevitable experience of learning” (Arya et al.,
2013; Gaudl et al., 2018; Merildinen et al., 2020). Despite this growing interest,
there has been a lack of studies that can contribute to our understanding of the role
these experiences play in VG communities, and there is particularly a need for quali-
tative studies which allow access to the meanings given by participants in these
communities.

Methodology

This study explored the cultures of VG communities, understanding their educational
and political dimensions, through the context of GJ as places where this community
meets and creates together. The focus of this article is to understand how participants
make sense of, signify and appropriate the concept of “community,” in relation to their
participation experiences within contexts associated with the video games community.

We used multi-sited ethnography (Hine, 2007; Marcus, 2011; Silva & Webster,
2018) to explore—in depth and in context—the interactions, dynamics, intersubjectiv-
ities, and ways the participants live, experience and make meanings for GJ and the VG
communities within them. This method has been pointed out as the most sensitive to
the characteristics of a global, interconnected, and moving society (Burawoy, 2000;
Hine, 2007), acknowledging the changing concepts of place for people living in a
diversity of contexts between the online and the off-line (Hine, 2007; Pierides,
2010). This is the case for VG communities, which are generally characterized as frag-
mented, hybrid, and multi-situated; meeting in different contexts; moving from GJ to
another; and traveling between different media.

At the same time, due to the characteristics of GJ, which are generally organized as
“weekend events,” we used “short ethnography” (Pink & Morgan, 2013) or “focused
ethnography” (Knoblauch, 2005). These methods are adequate to study intensive and
short experiences (Falzon, 2016; Marcus, 2011). The combination of these methods
has been widely used in the field of education (Payet, 2016; Pierides, 2010; Silva &
Webster, 2018) as well as in video game studies (Barab et al., 2004; Boellstorff,
2006; Taylor, 2009).

We selected and observed a total of five GJ, with a duration of 48 h each (in total,
240 h) between January and April 2019. The selection took into consideration the
diversity of geographic regions (north, central, and south of Portugal), the type of orga-
nization promoting it (institutional/not institutional), and the GJ formats or themes.

We collected approximately 160 pages of field notes describing interactions,
spaces, the living experience of being in the different GJ, and conversations with par-
ticipants, as well as methodological notes and theoretical reflections. Additionally,
eight online and synchronous focused discussion groups (Morgan & Lobe, 2011)
were held between January and March 2020. These involved 30 participants who
had previously been in GJ, and have experienced different contexts of the VG commu-
nity—mostly students and video game developers—aged between 20 and 30 years old



Saldanha et al. 1007

and from different geographic regions of the country. These focus groups were carried
out using planned guide questions (Appendix A), using the Messenger app, and sought
to further explore the meanings of the experiences lived in GJ and, specifically, the per-
ceptions and meanings participants had about the VG community.

All of the collected material was transcribed. Thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006) made possible the emergence and identification of the main themes related to
the perceptions, meanings, and characterization of the VG community.

Results and Discussion

To explore the characteristics emerging in VG communities, the data were organized in
five analytic dimensions: meanings and perceptions, feelings of belonging, issues of
access, structure and organization, and contexts of participation.

Meanings and Perceptions Associated with the VG Community

The community is associated, first of all, with people and relationships, with sharing,
mutual assistance, and the creation of a network of contacts: “This community is a
place of sharing and of exchange. We help each other a lot” (Peter') and “In my
opinion, the community works a lot based on network contacts, meeting people and
actively being there™ (John).

It is also associated with feelings such as security and safety and with a spirit of
communion and camaraderie: “it is a safe space for people to share whatever we
want without fear” (Mary) and “It’s a brotherhood, it’s like a family of people with
the same interests” (Jim). Lived experiences, such as participation in community
events (like GJ or game development [dev] meets) are also important: “I experience
the community in all the events that we live together as a community.”

It is perceived as a heterogeneous and diverse community and as a community
where access to the people is easy: “It’s a community where you can meet a wide diver-
sity of people, with different backgrounds, professional fields and experiences” (Sam),
where “it is still possible to meet the people directly” (Kim). There is a perception of
originality or uniqueness of the community associated with a perception of difference
that is mainly associated with the diversity of the participants’ backgrounds:

You can try, but you will not find a community like this. It is really unique! It’s amazing
how we can put together so many people with different backgrounds, working together to
the same common result. Here you can find professionals, from different fields, amateurs,
people that are only interested, all together. (Mary)

Finally, there were a considerable number of participants who evoked a larger VG
community, feeling that they belonged to what they called an “international
movement”: “Sometimes, these people are not aware that they are part of a larger
movement” (Kelly). For these participants, the community goes beyond geographical
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boundaries like an academic, cultural and social movement which is perceived, above
all, as an abstract entity. We can say that the concept of community stays between the
concrete and the abstract and between the political and the personal. There seems to be
a more abstract sense of community, which integrates the general sense of what the
community is, as well as a more concrete and personal sense, which integrates person-
alized experiences of relationship with the community as a whole.

Thus, a majority of the participants believe in the existence of a wider community,
but what they understand as community is mainly composed of the people with whom
they share direct experiences, and those with whom they are more intimate—and not
even with everyone in a group. Within the community, different forms of personal
relationship are perceived. Participants revealed some tensions between an intimate
relationship dimension, characterized as direct contact and friendship, and a profes-
sional dimension, which integrated more distanced forms of relationship. The data
reveal that the two forms of relationship are present within the community and that
they are combined in different ways. It is also interesting to highlight that, for
several participants, their perception of the community was presented as dynamic
because it undergoes changes, over time: ‘“For me, the community has meant different
things over time” (Jim). It is thus possible to understand that the VG community is
perceived simultaneously as a personal and a social construction, that integrates
dimensions of the traditional concept of community, while recreating them in new
ways (Bauman, 2013; Jenkins, 2015).

Past, Present, and Future and the “in Definition” Identity. Participants identified distinct
time periods and generational differences in the history of the VG community. In par-
ticular, there was the first generation, from the 1980s, “with less training, and with a
stronger business inclination, and more masculine and closed” and a second genera-
tion, starting after 2005, with the beginning of VG degrees, characterized as more
diverse, heterogeneous and international: “Everything was changing after the
degrees in VG. There were more people in the community, and we are having more
international connections with other communities.” The onset of specific higher edu-
cation degrees is also considered the main reason for the increase in the number of par-
ticipants in the community. Participants noted that there are several divisions and
differences between these generations, especially regarding the power to define the
community: “they think that they rule in the community and they say what this com-
munity is, and that we are just a few kids who are here to pass the time” (Tom). But
there are also experiences and contexts that bring both generations closer: “They
come to realize what it’s like to be in a GJ and they want to learn” (Jim). The GJ
thus appear to be contexts where socialization and learning between two generations
is present. There is also a feeling of disadvantage and inferiority when the community
defines itself and compares itself to other international communities: “our community
is very small, and not very well known in the international game scene. Although we
have good companies, we cannot compare with other countries. They have really orga-
nized and big communities.”
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Although ephemerality and fluidity are recognized as fundamental characteristics of
this community—*“where things change very fast. One year can change everything”
(Tom)—there also seems to be a concern about the memory of the community, and
with how to preserve the experiences and products of the VG community. This led
to the idea of a Nostalgia Museum, which would tell the history of VG and could
keep a register of the experience of each GJ or other community events.

Regarding the future, some participants highlighted the potential for evolution and
growth, but, at the same time, the fear that the possible growth of the community will
make it more hierarchical, rigid, and elitist: “only for some” (Eve). In fact, the defini-
tion of a community by its members—who defines it, how it is defined and how it pro-
jects itself in the future—is an eminently political issue. We could observe that the
definition of the identity of the VG community is made, in most cases, by means of
comparison: between different generations, between different creative and cultural
industries, and between international communities. We get the feeling that the commu-
nity is still in a process of searching for a proper and distinct identity: “this community
is in the process of defining itself” (Ann). The participants actively integrated pro-
cesses of “memory making” and also engaged in the projection of the future
(Gibbons, 2019) of the community. As different authors have pointed out, a
common memory and a common history are very important dimensions of the sense
of community and are very relevant in the process of defining community identity
(Cook, 2013; Flinn, 2010).

Critical Perspectives on the VG Community. Most participants have a positive view and
evaluation of the community, which is characterized as open, welcoming, and friendly,
as well as encouraging and facilitating the integration of new members and the involve-
ment and participation of existing ones. It is also considered a community that does not
generate divisions or separations. It is evaluated as a positive context that promotes
positive feelings of pleasure and security, especially in providing opportunities to be
with people with similar interests: “I love being with people who understand my lan-
guage and like the same things as me. It’s my community!” (Kurt).

On the other hand, some of the participants referred to negative and critical aspects
of the community, such as what they designate as a lack of cohesion and unity, espe-
cially regarding relationships between professionals from different areas, who often
meet and participate in separate events and in different circles or in terms of what
they call individualism, or the way some people stand out in the community and
they end up giving importance to their own interests and not to the common ones.

There was also concern expressed about the rivalries between local communities,
about status, recognition, and resources, and the divisions that they cause: “we are
a small community, and still there are divisions”; “I don’t like: some ‘mafias’ that
exist”; and “I would change the rivalry that is sometimes unnecessary between
people” (Cole). It was also mentioned that the community could be considered homo-
geneous, especially in terms of gender, with the participation of very few women, as
well as being a community that has “many prejudices” (Sue). Participants highlighted
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concerns about equality between men and women within the community: “I like how
the community is normally welcoming, even for inexperienced people and are always
ready to help, but it is also quite homogeneous (there are few women, for example) and
still has some prejudices” (Tom).

At the same time, it is possible to perceive some feelings of discontinuity, conflict,
and lack of identification: “I don’t like that our community doesn’t have an ethical
code. There are so many misunderstandings because of this. Look at the problems
that we have about the ownership of the games” (Kim); “I can tell you that it is a
nice community, but, of course, that here, we are not all the same. Sometimes, I am
not proud of what we are” (John); and “There are problems of plagiarism, we need
to do something about this. This community is not only peace and love” (Sam).
Although it is possible to acknowledge that a sense of community integrates a homog-
enous and linear perspective of what is involved in experiencing the community, as a
place of harmony, safety, and communion (Bauman, 2013; Tonnies & Loomis, 2002),
the data indicate that there are critical discourses that help to distance and deconstruct
it, integrating the referred feelings of “not perfection,” conflict, individualism, discon-
tinuity, and lack of identification. This is in line with the concept of community
de-idealization (Wiesenfeld, 1996).

Feeling of Belonging to the VG Community

The feeling of belonging has been studied as one of the most important dimensions that
express a sense of community (McMillan & Chavis, 1986), and it was possible to under-
stand how it is present, in different ways, in the VG community. Participants assume that
anyone with an interest in VG can be considered a member of the VG community. What
makes them belong is, above all, having something in common: the interest in and rela-
tionship to VG (i.e., studying, writing, speaking, making, and playing VG). However,
there are differences in status and power in this belonging. Those who organize
events or create contexts where the community meets and participates are considered
“the real participants”—or participants that are more relevant and have more power.
In this sense, being active in the community is perceived as key to belonging.

Most participants say that the identity of the community does not interfere with their per-
sonal identity. In fact, the community provides them with common experiences and mem-
ories, which they perceive as very positive, but it does not seem to be associated with strong
community values or identities. This was underlined in some participant comments:

The community doesn’t interfere in nothing with my identity. I really don’t know what the
values and identity of the community are, and I don’t care about that. I know that I connect
with people with the same passion and interest and that it is enough for me. (Liv)

In fact, this experience seems to express the concept of “connected individualism”
(Rainie & Wellman, 2014), which is characteristic of the digital cultures in which
people from different backgrounds and provenances come together to express their
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identities and unique individualities, without the pressure to “merge” with a
community.

Thus, in terms of sharing personal identities, membership in the VG community
mainly involves sharing a personal interest in VG. Being with people with common
interests seems to be what connects people and makes the participants feel like they
belong. In the same way, the idea of a “professional community,” which connects
people through “a work connection,” but outside of the usual and typical work contexts
while combining a relational and social component, is very present, and it is also con-
sidered important to the feeling of belonging to the community. This feeling of belong-
ing appears as something dynamic, which changes over time, and which depends on
the degree of involvement and presence: “I have sometimes felt that I was more part
of [the community] than I am now” (Eve). It is a feeling that needs time to be under-
stood and recognized—"“I'm not sure if I'm part of it"—and that can have varying
degrees or intensities: “Sometimes I feel that I don’t fit in well” (Rose).

We also observed the difficulties of people who come from other areas of study—
that is, other than those most typical in the community, and who, therefore, “feel that
they come from another universe,” with “a different language” (Kelly), and who need
more time to feel that they belong. Having (and sharing) this common language is
another important factor in making participants feel they belong to the VG community.
The feelings of belonging are also related to the way participants feel inside the com-
munity and how others from outside see the community (Steltenpohl et al., 2018).
Participants consider that, in general, people have a positive and attractive image of
the VG community. They see it as innovative, dynamic, and sophisticated. Still,
there are stereotypes and prejudices that people from outside associate with the com-
munity, such as the perspective that professionals in this field do not work, but rather
dedicate their time to playing VG. Some participants even mention the community’s
responsibility in raising awareness and challenging the stereotypes about the profes-
sions associated with VG. Overall, for the participants, the question of belonging
seems to be more important than the question of community identity, which is a ten-
dency reflected in the increasing cultural and ethnic diversification of contemporary
societies and the development of communities of belonging beyond communities of
identity (Antonsich, 2010).

Issues of Access in the VG Community

The data indicate that people access the VG community through a relational route, as
they are invited by people significant and close to them—usually by friends. In the case
of women, in the vast majority of cases, they claimed to feel safer and more comfort-
able if they were invited and accompanied by other women. For many participants, the
route was academic, as they started studying VG or a related topic, and they found or
helped to create a local group. The relational evolution within the community is char-
acterized, in most cases, by a gradual process of snowballing, in which meeting some
people lead to meeting other people. This is a gradual process, which is described by
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the participants as “starting by seeing and recognizing,” then speaking to the people
from time to time and then starting to participate more regularly in the “meets” and
in other community meetings.

Some participants recognized a moment of transition between the feeling of being
“people who participate in VG events” and the moment they are part of and they feel
they belong to the community. This involves more than being in the role of “passive
spectator” and implies taking an active role in the organization and dynamization of the
local community. The importance of meeting “key people” is also mentioned, as it
connects to access to more contacts, resources, and opportunities. Participating in
certain “key events” is also very important to gain access to knowledge and relevant
people from the national and international communities. The participation in GJ,
due to their proximity, level of interaction, and intensity, is considered, by the vast
majority, as decisive for relational evolution. They are an “open door” to enter the
community and make it possible to start having access to more events, experiences,
and resources in the community. The VG community is seen by those who intend to
enter and by those who already take part in it as “an open community” (Lee), easily
accessible to everybody, where it is simple to relate directly to other members. This
accessibility was illustrated by how easy it was to enter the field as a researcher in
the different GJ, as well as in the openness expressed by participants and organizers
who ensured “we accept all registrations, even from people who say they do not
know how to create games” (Leo). There is a perspective that “this community does
not have a strong pressure to be an industry,” like other cultural and artistic areas,
so it can be more free, flexible and egalitarian: “in the VG community, we are more
open and free than in other industries, and the relationships between us are more
direct. There are no big ‘stars’, and if you would like to talk with someone is very
easy” (John).

Although these events are considered “open to all,” participants noted that a certain
cultural and educational elitism still prevails, because they are only really open to
those who have access to material, educational and symbolic resources that allow
them to access this experience: “Everybody can come to these events, but of course
we know that only certain people, with certain characteristics will come, and at the
same time is difficult to come alone, without a team” (Ben). An example of this
issue arose in one observed GJ that was held in an institution in an economically vul-
nerable area of the city. No one from the neighborhood participated, and all of the par-
ticipants came from outside the neighborhood: “we tried to promote the event in the
neighborhood but nobody came. We told them that we would have computers and
free meals, but still they did not come” (John). At the same time, we noticed a
gender gap and a very visible disproportion in access for women: “Nobody is
telling us ‘don’t come’, but we feel unsafe being in a place where there are only
men” (Eve). Other difficulties in access are geographical, and put people living
outside large cities at a disadvantage. This has consequences for the isolation of
smaller and local game communities. Participants reported economic, time, and
resource-related difficulties to participating in relevant events, which take place only
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in large urban centers. These difficulties are perceived as obstacles to their participation
in the community. Thus, although it sees itself as fluid and open, the VG community
seems to reproduce and repeat the standard social access inequalities of society as a
whole.

Structure and Organization of the VG Community

The participants perceive the community as organized according to a certain informal
structure: they conceive the existence of a general and more abstract community at the
national level, which they designate as the VG community—this is present in major
national events that bring the community together and also through online groups.
This VG community includes all of the people and institutions that have a focus on
and interest in VG: people who play, create, study and teach, as well as companies,
the VG industry, universities, and schools. There is a clear separation of two groups
in the community: the people who develop VG (developers) and the people who
play them (gamers). G] emerge as important meeting places, especially for developers.
This community is perceived as a complex system, in turn, divided into sub-
communities or sub-systems, that seem to interact and be in relation with each other
organized by geographic regions, type of involvement (player, game developer,
student, entrepreneur, teacher), and generation/age. There are also sub-communities
or groups associated with universities, schools, associations, societies, and companies.
Online groups also appear as community contexts and are often perceived as the com-
munity itself. There are several online groups which mainly separate VG players and
VG developers and creators.

One aspect that is frequently mentioned is the existence of differences between the
local communities, motivated by geographical inequalities, that favor the communities
from the larger cities which have more opportunities, more people involved, and access
to a larger number and diversity of events. Criticism of this inequality often arises in
the participants’ discourse. These inequalities are seen as generating division and even
feelings of rivalry between sub-communities. It is possible to find different perceptions
about the relationship between these sub-communities; some point out the dispersion
and lack of unity, while others mystify the “unity in the diversity”: “we are similar, but
we are different. Every community has their own way of doing things” (Sam).
It reveals what is characterized as the “insular” nature of the VG community.
Although participants mentioned the disadvantages of participating in smaller commu-
nities (need for transport, unequal access to logistics, financial resources, etc.), advan-
tages were also evoked, especially considering the opportunities to experience closer
and more direct contact with the members.

The VG community thus simultaneously represents a hierarchical organization
(national community, local and online communities, with differences in power and
geographic inequalities, with the local communities from larger urban centers assum-
ing greater prominence and status) and a horizontal organization, as all have their own
autonomy in the ways of organizing. The community combines an organized structure,
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characteristic of “traditional communities,” with a fluid, relaxed and dynamic approach
to organization, which is consistent with what has been found for new forms of com-
munity organization (Bauman, 2013; Jenkins, 2015).

Power in Relationships. In different GJ, conversations about the past and previous expe-
riences in other GJ were often raised as a way of approaching and identifying as part of
the community and communicating status (connected to the number and diversity of
GJ in which they had already participated). There were thus power differences
between “the most experienced,” who often offered practical advice, and the “initi-
ates.” Differences in power and status between members of the community are
mainly based on the relevance and success of their career in the VG area (e.g.,
having launched VG, having been successful or recognized) and also related to the
number of years of experience and the degree and intensity of participation in organiz-
ing and promoting events in the community. At the same time, experiences associated
with exchanging favors with networks of power and influence were also reported.

Contexts of Participation in the VG Community

Online Groups and Forums. Participation in online groups was the form of participation
most mentioned by our participants. There are several active online groups on different
digital platforms (e.g., Facebook, Discord). Of the various existing groups, some are
for game developers and others for players and people interested in games, while
some smaller groups bringing together students from VG degrees from different uni-
versities. Different ways of participating in these groups are reported: from more
passive (“liking” posts, reading what others have posted, and/or recognizing the
kinds of issues discussed); to more active (commenting and publishing posts, suggest-
ing topics for discussion). The topics discussed include VG being released, sharing and
exchanging VG, publicizing events, asking for support with the development of games
and GJ, and sharing projects that may be interesting to other members. Participants
state that they benefit from these contexts of community participation mainly
through the network of contacts, support and mutual assistance in resolving issues
and critical support in understanding job advertisements in the area. Participating
online is perceived, by some, as the most effective way to have a “feel [of] the com-
munity as a whole” (Sue), because people from different regions of the country partic-
ipate there. They consider it as a more accessible and direct way of being in contact
with what is happening in the community, of showing and disseminating their own
projects, of creating a network of contacts and finding employment opportunities.
There were, however, several criticisms of these online groups, which were considered
by various participants as “toxic and emotionally charged” (Ann), especially because
of the “troll-style comments” and the “exaggerated and dramatic discussions” (Jim).
Reports of false job advertisements, false identities, and the opportunities it provides
to “create stereotypical ideas of real people”—as “it is not possible to establish a per-
sonal relationship in contexts with so many people” (Tom)—were also present. Several
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participants referred to the distance and the lack of personal contact in these interac-
tions, stating that “one thing is all these people from the online community and
another thing is my community” (Beth) and thus emphasizing the importance of per-
sonal, face-to-face contacts and of a restricted group which is considered “their com-
munity,” within the “larger community.” Face-to-face relationships are seen as “more
truthful, honest and open” (Kurt).

Game dev Meets and Meet ups. These are referred to as face-to-face meetings with a
relaxed structure organized by different local communities. Some have recreated the
concept of the “soirée,” which further emphasizes the playful and cultural character
of the activity, and sometimes they are carried out in places, like bars. When we
spoke with the organizers, they stressed the importance of going beyond institutional
and academic circles, of valuing informality, and of giving space to other people to
participate. Others take place in more informal contexts at the university, but often
they take place in VG companies, which sometimes sponsor and support, offering
the opportunity people in the community a chance to get to know the company’s facil-
ities and work dynamics.

These meetings are held once a month, at regular dates; access is free, and they are
publicized through informal invitations and through posts on the pages of the groups
that organize them. In these meetings, which are usually structured, organized and
have a plan of activities and presentations, there is also free time, time to socialize,
play games, get to know new games created by the people present or simply to pass
the time. When participants referred to the reasons motivating them to participate,
they mentioned: presenting and learning about VG projects; sharing VG at different
stages of their development, asking for and giving feedback on the process of creating
a VG; meeting people from VG companies, from startups to more established compa-
nies in the industry; creating a bridge between the academic world and the working and
business world; socializing, meeting and making new friends; and enjoying the posi-
tive relational environment. It is noteworthy that these meetings are referred to as the
most important for people “to be and feel part of the VG community.” The participants
also considered them important for the development of the community: “I am in the
organization team of the game dev meets. It has been great because I feel the impor-
tance of these kind of events to foster our community” (Jim). In these meetings, we can
find a great diversity of people, from students at various levels of education, university
professors and teachers from other education levels, business people, members of the
VG industry, VG stakeholders, amateurs, professionals in the field, and researchers. In
general, most participants have a positive evaluation of these experiences, and many
refer to these meetings as “the maximum exponent of the VG community” (Kim)
and strongly recommend the experience. Critical views of these meetings are also men-
tioned and make reference to the difficulties of participation felt by less experienced
people or by those with lower status in the hierarchy of power in the community,
“because the same people always speak” (Jake).
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Game Jams. If game dev meets are considered the contexts for knowing and reflecting
on what the community has lived, GJ are seen as the contexts “for experiencing, for
living the experience in practice” (Chad). GJ are thus seen as “living laboratories”
in the VG community, where different experimentations can be carried out, as an
unique performance or “repertoire” of actions, that reinforces GJ as an emergent con-
temporary ritual, considered to be very important for the VG community. As they are
lived in an intense and condensed time and space, they are seen as opportunities to be
with people from the VG community, allowing participants to get to know others better
and become closer to them, moving “from acquaintances to friends” (Cole). Several
participants see GJ as the “main form of union of the community” (Neil) and the
most “real and authentic contexts” (Luke), where the identity of the community is
materialized and where its history is written. Several participants share the opinion
that the sense of the VG community depends of the face-to-face experiences that
occur in these kinds of context: “GJ are the main events that foster the community
spirit, during the year, where people can meet face to face” (Ross), and therefore
they are particularly important contexts for encountering others and socializing with
them, contexts where people from the VG community can meet and bond: “I partici-
pate because I know that I will find my friends here, and also people that I only meet in
GJ. It’s an opportunity to meet with my community again” (Cole). Participants under-
line the importance of this identification with the community and of GJ as contexts of

affinity:

Where I can be with people who like the same things, who know the same things, who
speak the same language. Here, I know that everybody will understand my interest,
that I can talk for hours about things that I like. (Todd)

GIJ are also seen as unique contexts of creation in contemporary society that rein-
force the uniqueness of this community: “Where can we find places like this in our
society? Places where different people are creating new things together, like here?
I don’t know others. This community is really unique and special” (Trent).

Game dev camps, game weeks and game showcase events. In these contexts, par-
ticipants can attend conferences, with the presence of national and international speak-
ers in the area of VG. This is highly valued and appreciated, as it fosters a network of
contacts and helps to establish close and direct connections with people with different
statuses and roles in the community: “I was in the organization of the L. Games Week.
It was a little bit tiring, but it paid off because I met really interesting new people and
made really good community network contacts” (Sue). These events are mentioned for
their importance in bringing visibility to and increasing the influence of the VG com-
munity in society.

Volunteering and Association Experiences. In general, most of the activities in the com-
munity are voluntary, but the participants reported that they find it difficult to call
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these experiences volunteering. The volunteering activities that participants identified
were in VG associations or while participating as organizers or providing support to an
event, especially in GJ:

I am doing volunteer work in this GJ and its has been an amazing experience to get to
know the GJ from the inside. And I love to be with this organization team and to get
to know the VG community from the inside. (Ann)

VG associations are referred to as places of participation in the community and as
contexts that provide multiple opportunities to learn and develop new skills:

I took part in L. (name of the game association) and it was very important to me, because |
learned lots of new things and met new people with the same interests. It was a way to be
closer to the VG community. Here, we meet each other and organize events around VG.
(Troy)

These associations can be seen as more or less independent from academic contexts,
and they bring to the participants a diversity of experiences, like, for example, the expe-
rience of working in groups that use digital and technological solutions to solve com-
munity and social problems: “I am now doing volunteer work in a group, and we try to
organize digital solutions for people of our local community, and it involving VG”
(Tess).

Commercial Video Game Events. Several events associated with brands and VG compa-
nies were referenced by the participants and seen as opportunities to participate in con-
tests and competitions and to obtain recognition and prestige through prizes.

Groups in the Higher Education Context. Groups connected to universities or to student
associations, often linked to VG degrees, are contexts for organizing activities associ-
ated with VG, such as game dev weeks, dedicated to the development of games; LAN
parties, intensive sessions of playing VG in teams; and so-called game sessions, shorter
VG events. Small student groups, for sharing contacts and opportunities, and for every-
day interactions, sometimes become very “important contexts for developing and
feeling the local VG community” (Jane) for community members outside big cities.

International Events. Although they were not mentioned as often, some participants
talked about the importance of participating in international events, such as DAF,
Digital Art Conference or the Nordic Games. Because they see the international VG
community as bigger, with more resources and “better” than the national VG commu-
nity, participants took pride in their participation in these events which could add to
their status in the national community.



1018 Games and Culture 18(8)

Final Reflections

The results suggest that the VG community integrates and combines, in a unique way,
dimensions coming from different theoretical models of community. It combines
dimensions of the traditional sense of communitas (Henricks, 2015; Turner, 2012),
with dimensions of contemporary communities and societies in transition, so we can
say that the VG community is part of what we could call “communities in transition”
or “communities between” (Bauman, 2013; Gee, 2009; Jenkins, 2015), and also
“diluted” (Komito, 1998) and “flexible” communities (Fernback, 2007)

The dimensions proposed by classic sense of community theories, the components
of the theoretical framework proposed by McMillan and Chavis (1986)—sense of
belonging, influence, integration, and fulfillment of needs and shared emotional con-
nection—can be identified in participants’ perspectives and observation of the VG
community. Simultaneously, results support the idea that VG communities are con-
texts of affinity (Gee, 2009; Jenkins, 2015)—that is, that they are multi-situated and
hybrid; incorporating a great diversity of experiences fundamentally linked together
by a common interest; and by networks of relationship, sharing and voluntary
support, more than by a common, fixed, homogeneous identity or by important
shared common values (Bauman, 2013). More than a strong community identity,
the VG community seems to function as a context for sharing individual identities,
akin to the concept of connected individualism (Rainie & Wellman, 2014). In fact,
the meaning of community for participants seems to integrate intertwined processes
of idealization and de-idealization of a classic, homogeneous, and linear sense of com-
munity (Wiesenfeld, 1996).

This combination of traditional and contemporary forms of community brings
together poles often considered antagonistic: between the concrete and the abstract,
the personal and the political and the cognitive and the emotional. It exists in the
dimension of its temporality, between a common and generational memory and the
ephemeral processes of fluidity, which are characteristic of contemporary society,
and in terms of the perception of space, it is not limited to a physical or geographic
territory, or to face-to-face experiences, but combines a diversity of places of encounter
and creation, also supporting those that are digital. In terms of structure and organiza-
tion, the VG community combines hierarchy and power relations based on traditional
indicators such as status and influence, while also including horizontality and
flexibility.

These results encourage us to reflect on how the concept of community remains alive
and continues to be experienced by people connected to VG, and how the VG commu-
nities are actualizing and creatively combining new ways of experiencing and construct-
ing communitas in contemporary societies (Bauman, 2013; Turner, 2012).
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Appendix A

Discussion Group Guide Questions

“What is the video game community and what does it mean to you?

How do you experience and in what way/s do you participate in the video game
community?

How do you characterize the VG community in 3 words?”

Author Biographies

Lucinda Saldanha is a doctoral fellow (funded by the Foundation for Science and
Technology, Portugal) and a doctoral student in the Doctoral Program in


https://doi.org/10.1080/17508481003731059
https://doi.org/10.1080/17508481003731059
http://www.jstor.org/stable/symbinte.36.3.351
http://www.jstor.org/stable/symbinte.36.3.351
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.66
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.66
https://doi.org/10.1002/symb.66
http://gamestudies.org/0902/articles/schulzke
http://gamestudies.org/0902/articles/schulzke
http://gamestudies.org/0902/articles/schulzke
https://doi.org/10.31234/osf.io/cgvpw
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1555412009343576
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1555412009343576
https://doi.org/10.1177%2F1555412009343576
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1520-6629(199610)24:4%3C337::AID-JCOP4%3E3.0.CO;2-R
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1520-6629(199610)24:4%3C337::AID-JCOP4%3E3.0.CO;2-R
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1520-6629(199610)24:4%3C337::AID-JCOP4%3E3.0.CO;2-R
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1520-6629(199610)24:4%3C337::AID-JCOP4%3E3.0.CO;2-R
https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1520-6629(199610)24:4%3C337::AID-JCOP4%3E3.0.CO;2-R

1022 Games and Culture 18(8)

Educational Sciences, at the Faculty of Psychology and Educational Sciences,
University of Porto, Portugal. Graduated in Psychology and Master in Political and
Citizenship Psychology (FPCEUP) and in Artistic Studies (FLUC), she worked as a
researcher in the project JoSeES—Serious Games in Higher Education: Impacts,
Experiences and Expectations, at the Center for Research and Intervention in
Education (CIIE), as a psychologist in several public schools, and as a social interven-
tion professional, in community projects. Developed publications for young people, in
the area of active citizenship and citizen art and has experience of participation and
leadership in civic and cultural association.

Sofia Marques da Silva Associated Professor at the Faculty of Psychology and
Educational Sciences, University of Porto, Portugal, and member of CIIE—Center
for Research and Intervention in Education. Lecturer in sociology of education and
research methodologies. Has been doing research in the field of inclusion, diversity
and youth. Since 2010 has been involved in developing an online and offline ethnog-
raphy with young people from border regions. She is the PI of the national project
GROW.UP—Growing up in border regions in Portugal: young people, educational
pathways and agendas. Convenor of the European Conference on Educational
Research (ECER) and editor-in-chief of the Journal Ethnography & Education
(Taylor&Francis/Routledge). Board member of the Portuguese Society of Education
Sciences. Expert of the European network NESET II (Social Dimension of
Education and Training) and of EACEA (Education, Audiovisual and Culture
Executive Agency). Is member of the Programme Committee for the specific pro-
gramme implementing Horizon 2020—the Framework Programme for Research and
Innovation (2014-2020).

Pedro D. Ferreira is an Assistant Professor at the Faculty of Psychology and
Education Sciences, University of Porto and a member of CIIE—Centre for
Research and Intervention in Education. His research focuses on the political partici-
pation political education of young people and adults, including in digital contexts and
with digital media. He has been a member of various national and international projects
on civic and political participation and education. More recently he was the PI of
JoSeES—*Serious Games in Higher Education: Impacts, Experiences and Potential”
(2016-2019), a project funded by the Portuguese Science and Technology
Foundation (FCT), and he coordinates DISK—Digital Immigrants Survival Kit
(2019-2022), an ERASMUS + project.



	 Introduction
	 Methodology
	 Results and Discussion
	 Meanings and Perceptions Associated with the VG Community
	 Past, Present, and Future and the “in Definition” Identity
	 Critical Perspectives on the VG Community


	 Feeling of Belonging to the VG Community
	 Issues of Access in the VG Community
	 Structure and Organization of the VG Community
	 Power in Relationships

	 Contexts of Participation in the VG Community
	 Online Groups and Forums
	 Game dev Meets and Meet ups
	 Game Jams
	 Volunteering and Association Experiences
	 Commercial Video Game Events
	 Groups in the Higher Education Context
	 International Events


	 Final Reflections
	 Notes
	 References
	 Discussion Group Guide Questions



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile ()
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 5
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /PDFX1a:2003
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError false
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
    33.84000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox false
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
    9.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames false
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks true
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks true
      /AddPageInfo true
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        9
        9
        9
        9
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks true
      /IncludeHyperlinks true
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


