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Game Professional Awareness 

Scenario One: Business Innovation in Games. 

1. Introduction 
There are many aspects to consider when attempting to innovate in the games industry. This report 

focuses on three: mental health of employees, recent trends in independent game design and the 

rising importance of Twitch and YouTube. 

The mental health of employees in the games industry is explored in terms of work environment and 

company culture. The games industry is notorious for stressful working conditions, unpaid overtime 

and mass layoffs - leading many to abandon the industry altogether. A strong focus on improving 

these practices will make the company well known and respected within the industry. 

Several trends in popular indie games are considered: comedy simulators, ‘walking simulators’, local-

multiplayer arena combat, games about games and open-world survival. Each of these trends has 

seen huge popularity in recent years. Building on the success of others and further innovating in 

these areas will lead to improved sales turnover and raise awareness of the company with 

consumers. 

Lastly, the impact of Twitch and YouTube on the industry is considered. These are very powerful 

tools for creating a strong community around the company and its games. The potential of these 

platforms for increasing the company profile with consumers and therefore improving sales turnover 

should not be underestimated. 

2. Research 

2.1 Creating a healthy work environment 
It has been shown that committed employees are an essential part of success as a business (Peters 

and Waterman Jr 1982). Herriot (1992) states that employees are only willing to give this 

commitment to the company if the company is also committed to them; one of the main ways a 

company can show commitment to its employees is to foster and encourage a healthier work 

environment. 

Warr (1987) identifies 9 environmental factors which influence an employee’s mental health: 

1. Opportunity for control - decision making regarding one’s own actions or the actions of 

others 

2. Opportunity for skill use - using skills one already has as well as developing new ones 

3. Externally generated goals - job requirements which generate structure and goals 

4. Variety - not doing the same thing over and over 

5. Environmental clarity - feedback on performance, explicit job expectations 

6. Availability of money - ability to pay bills and pursue leisure activities 

7. Physical security - comfortable, permanent and safe working environment 
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8. Opportunity for interpersonal contact - social contact to fulfil social needs 

9. Valued social position - public perception of the status derived from one’s job 

Warr then goes on to develop a vitamin model for these factors. To sustain physical fitness a person 

must receive the right amount of all of their vitamins; too little or in some cases too much will lead 

to poor health. The amount of vitamins a person needs is specific to them. Similarly, an employee 

not adequately receiving appropriate amounts of these environmental factors will suffer negative 

effects on their mental health. It is also possible to have too much of some of these factors, namely 

factors 1-5 and 8. Having too much of factors 6, 7 and 9 is unlikely to damage mental health but 

won’t provide any additional mental benefits either. 

A company which focuses on ensuring all of these factors are met appropriately for its staff will 

create and sustain a working environment that brings out the best in its employees and inspires 

commitment and loyalty, thereby improving employee effectiveness and increasing both efficiency 

and sales turnover. 

2.2 Company culture 
A recent study of more than 1800 CEOs and CFOs worldwide demonstrates how important company 

culture is to business success (Popadak, et al. 2015). 90% of executives stated that culture is an 

important part of their company and 78% said that culture is one of the top five factors that make 

their company valuable (52% put it in the top three). 46% of CEOs stated that they would not make 

an acquisitional offer to a company with a culture misaligned with their own. 

McGregor and Doshi (2015) argue that a positive company culture can be actively worked toward by 

considering the reasons why people are motivated to work in the first place. They base their 

discussion on the six main motivational reasons identified by Deci and Ryan (1985): 

1. Play. Motivation from enjoyment of the work itself. 

2. Purpose. Motivation from value perceived in the work being done or its wider impact. 

3. Potential. Motivation from the possibilities afforded by doing the work (e.g. promotions). 

4. Emotional pressure. Motivation from the desire to avoid disappointing oneself or others. 

5. Economic pressure. Motivation through the need for monetary gains or to avoid monetary 

losses. 

6. Inertia. Motivation due to the history of doing the job. 

The first three of these reasons can be considered as direct motives and are deemed positive 

motivations, while the latter three are considered indirect motives and are deemed negative 

motivations. They found that companies which maximize positive motivations and minimize 

negative motivations perform better. Taking surveys of employees at airline companies and grocery 

stores, they found that companies which positively motivate their employees enjoyed significantly 

greater customer satisfaction. 

This ties into what Pink (2009) describes as intrinsic versus extrinsic rewards. Extrinsic rewards are 

the traditional ‘carrot on a stick’ approach - “to entice people with a sweeter carrot, or threaten 

them with a sharper stick”. A much more effective model of motivation comes from the intrinsic 

rewards: “autonomy - the urge to direct our own lives; mastery - the desire to get better at 
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something that matters; and purpose - the yearning to do what we do in service of something larger 

than ourselves”. 

The idea of motivating employees through play, purpose and potential is further supported by 

considering the mental health benefits attributed to employment. Jahoda (1982) identifies the 

benefits of employment as being split into manifest functions and latent functions. Manifest 

functions are the objective purposes of work such as monetary rewards and relate to negative 

motivations. The removal of latent functions has a much greater impact on mental health than the 

removal of manifest functions; latent functions relate to positive motivations and include: 

1. Time structure. Regular daily structure helps with personal organization. 

2. Regularly shared experience and contact. Social contact with those outside the family. 

3. Goals and purposes that transcend one’s own. Feeling of purpose through contribution to 

society. 

4. Defining of status within society. Personal identity is often tied to one’s job. 

5. Enforced activity. Requirement to be productive at work leads to productivity at home. 

McGregor and Doshi define company culture as “the set of processes in an organization that affects 

the total motivation of its people”. In trying to identify what specific elements of the workplace 

effect total motivation they found that role design was by far the most important factor. Designing a 

role to provide the most satisfaction to an employee relates back to Warr’s (1987) set of 

environmental factors that affect mental health. Creating a healthy work environment and fostering 

a positive company culture work hand-in-hand to give the most satisfaction, motivation and mental 

health benefits possible to employees, in turn maximizing their effectiveness and commitment to 

their job and benefitting the company as a whole. 

2.3 New genres and trends 
Ferguson (2011) describes the basic elements of creativity as being copy, transform and combine. 

Building on the success of others reduces risk and caters to proven markets. Iterating on existing 

ideas while introducing new concepts will allow the company to innovate while still turning a profit. 

With statistics showing that gaming is now truly mainstream (Entertainment Software Association 

2015), even niche products can find considerable audiences. 

In a retrospective of 10 years as a professional game designer, Youngman (2015) states that 

“innovation is evolutionary, not revolutionary”. He stresses the importance of slow evolution in 

progressing the medium and discourages reinventing the wheel, instead encouraging designers to 

focus on just one or two clever innovations per game. 

Comedy ‘simulators’ 

Sparked by Surgeon Simulator 2013 (2013) in which the player performs surgery through an 

unwieldy control scheme, the comedy ‘simulator’ trend has proven popular with streamers and 

YouTube personalities. There are currently 4 gameplay videos of Surgeon Simulator 2013 on 

YouTube with more than 10 million views (PewDiePie 2013a,b,c; Rooster Teeth 2013). The game has 

sold over 2 million copies (Makuch 2015). 

Other examples capitalising on the ‘simulator’ trend include Goat Simulator (2014), Octodad: 

Dadliest Catch (2014), I Am Bread (2015) and Home Improvisation (2015). Goat Simulator has sold 
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over 2.5 million copies, including 1 million copies on iOS (Ibrisagic 2015). These games all share a 

theme of asking the player to do simple tasks in a 3D physics-based environment, made harder by 

awkward control schemes and silly interactions. 

The trend has proven popular enough for UK retailer GAME to publish Christmas Shopper Simulator 

(2014) as a publicity stunt; the game was free to download, exclusive to their website and featured 

digital versions of their stores. 

‘Walking simulators’ or ‘First-person exploration games’ 

The term ‘walking simulator’ was applied as a derogatory term at first but has since been reclaimed 

to describe a new genre of first-person games where the focus is very much on environmental 

narrative, with minimal interactivity. Dear Esther (2012) was the first of this new genre. Other games 

include Proteus (2013), Gone Home (2013), Sunset (2015) and Everybody’s Gone to the Rapture 

(2015). Dear Esther has sold more than 750,000 copies (Curry 2013) while Gone Home has sold over 

250,000 (Conditt 2014) including 50,000 in its first month (Gaynor 2013). 

Local-multiplayer arena combat 

In recent years there has been an increasing audience for competitive single-screen multiplayer 

combat, with numerous releases such as TowerFall (2013), Samurai Gunn (2013), Gang Beasts 

(2014), Nidhogg (2014), STARWHAL (2014) and #IDARB (2015). These games are often mechanically 

simple but deceptively deep and are popular as party games (Henry 2015). TowerFall has grossed 

$500,000 (Matulef 2014) and it is estimated that at least 440,000 Steam users own Nidhogg (Steam 

Spy 2015a). 

Games about games 

One way of raising the company profile within the industry is to comment on the industry itself or on 

the many feelings and processes developers go through in creating a game. The most effective way 

to gain attention for such commentary is of course to do so within the context of a game itself. 

For example, Davey Wreden created The Stanley Parable (2013) and The Beginner’s Guide (2015) 

and catapulted himself into the public eye. The Stanley Parable explores the relationship between 

the narrator and the player in an often comedic way and has had great critical and commercial 

success: “A few years ago no one had any idea who I was. Today the stanley parable has sold a 

million copies. Thank you” (Wreden 2014b), though it’s worth noting this success has had negative 

effects on Wreden’s mental health (Wreden 2014a). The Beginner’s Guide is a much more personal 

story about creative expression in games and the interaction between a creator and their audience. 

The game created a huge amount of thoughtful discussion among developers (England and Kalman 

2015; Graft 2015; Hudson 2015; Keogh 2015). 

The Magic Circle (2015) is another recent title, this time set in an ‘unfinished’ game and focusing on 

the conflict between story and gameplay in first-person games and the role of auteurs in game 

development (Cameron 2015). It allows the player to ‘hack’ the characteristics of objects and apply 

them to other entities. As well as games about game development, there are also games about the 

medium itself. Evoland (2013) models the history of video games; the game begins with simple black 

and white pixels and as the player progresses through the game the graphics, sounds and mechanics 

all evolve to show how games have changed over the years. There are estimated to be at least 

370,000 owners of Evoland on Steam (Steam Spy 2015b). Double Fine’s Hack ‘n’ Slash (2014) pays 
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homage to top-down action-adventure games but allows the player to change the value of variables 

in various entities such as scale, attack strength or health points. 

There are also games that are purely satirical in nature. Progress Quest (2002) parodies online role-

playing games and their focus on increasing arbitrary statistics by automatically playing itself, giving 

text output over time of quests, items, enemies and upgrades. DLC Quest (2011) mocks the AAA 

trend of producing huge amounts of additional downloadable content after a game’s release by 

making the player use in-game currency to buy DLC to unlock almost all of the game’s functionality. 

Most famously, Ian Bogost created Cow Clicker (2010) to show the Skinner-box nature of popular 

Facebook games and their abuse of human psychology. The game became unexpectedly popular, 

reaching 50,000 players (Bogost 2011) including many who were playing it genuinely and not as a 

piece of parody. Bogost later reflected on the game and claimed to hate it (Bogost 2010). 

Open-World Survival 

These games thrive on having sparse resources shared between many players on a server with a 

large map and NPC enemies (usually zombies). The player has various metrics to balance in order to 

survive such as food, water, warmth and health and players can either co-operate or compete with 

each-other, often in cruel ways. Edge magazine (Mott 2015) explored the reasons for the resurgence 

in popularity, stating the player-limiting scripted-action design trend of the last decade of games and 

the film industry’s recent obsession with zombies as contributing factors. 

Regardless, survival games were brought back into the mainstream consciousness by DayZ (2013), a 

modification by Dean Hall for Arma 2 (2009) which then saw release as a standalone project under 

Steam’s Early Access program. DayZ standalone has sold over 3 million copies (Bohemia Interactive 

2015) despite still being in Early Access. 

Other games of this ilk include Rust (2013), H1Z1 (2015) and ARK: Survival Evolved (2015) which 

replaces zombies with dinosaurs. H1Z1 has sold over 1 million copies (Smedley 2015) and Rust has 

sold over 2 million (Facepunch Studios 2015). ARK: Survival Evolved sold over 400,000 units and 

generated $10 million in revenues in its first week of release (Brightman 2015) and has gone on to 

sell over 2 million copies (Handrahan 2015). It is interesting to note that none of these games have 

officially been released; they are all available as part of Steam’s Early Access program and are still in 

active development. 

These games have proven very popular with streamers and YouTube personalities even long after 

their initial Early Access release, as detailed in Table 1 and Figure 1. 

Game YouTube gameplay videos with more than 5 million views 

DayZ 3 (FRANKIEonPCin1080p 2012,2014; TheSyndicateProject 2014) 
Rust 4 (elrubiusOMG 2014,2015a,b,d) 
H1Z1 2 (elrubiusOMG 2015c; VanossGaming 2015a) 
ARK: Survival Evolved 2 (elrubiusOMG 2015e; VanossGaming 2015b) 

Table 1: Popularity of survival games on YouTube. 
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Figure 1: Concurrent viewers on Twitch for survival games Nov 18-24th 2015 (Twitch Apps 2015). 

2.4 Twitch and YouTube 
The importance of gameplay videos on YouTube and livestreams on Twitch should not be 

underestimated. In October 2015 the top 100 gaming channels on YouTube alone amassed more 

than 5.9 billion views (Cohen 2015). In 2014 Twitch reached 100 million unique viewers per month 

(Twitch 2015) and in August 2015 Twitch broke the 2 million concurrent viewers mark (Calvin 2015). 

In the latter half of 2014 Amazon acquired Twitch for $970 million (Amazon 2014). Both the Xbox 

One and PlayStation 4 directly support streaming gameplay to Twitch and uploading recordings to 

YouTube. 

Smaller studios have been able to capitalise on this popularity to fund and market their games. 

Figure 2 (Santos 2015) shows the number of backers per day on Kickstarter for Shovel Knight (2014): 

Figure 2: Shovel Knight backers per day on Kickstarter, with popular YouTube videos highlighted. 

Seven months after release The Binding of Isaac (2011) was selling around 150 copies a day until it 

became popular on YouTube, at which point it began selling 1500 copies a day (McMillen 2012). A 

single YouTube video generated over $35K in sales for Muse Games on its first day (Tsao 2014). The 

monthly sales of their game were hugely influenced by YouTubers, as seen in Figure 3. Some 

developers have used Twitch streams to draw attention at conventions (RareSloth Games 2015). 

Studio Bean developed Choice Chamber (2015) and received Kickstarter funding and coverage from 

Twitch (Tach 2014) because the game featured integration with Twitch chat and let viewers interact 
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with the game while a streamer played it. Vlambeer have been streaming development of Nuclear 

Throne (2013) since the start of the project and partnered with Twitch so that viewers can buy the 

game by subscribing to their Twitch channel (Grayson 2014). Twitch and YouTube are now essential 

components of digital word-of-mouth marketing. 

Figure 3: Monthly sales of Guns of Icarus Online (2012) and the impact of YouTubers (Tsao 2014). 

Twitch and YouTube also provide huge amounts of direct user feedback. The co-founder of the 

studio behind ARK: Survival Evolved (2015) has said “Watching people stream the game is better 

than the best focus group money could buy. We catch bugs, hear concerns, check our assumptions, 

and collect gameplay notes at an insane pace. I have never experienced anything like this on another 

project” (Brightman 2015). 

Developers are starting to take Twitch and YouTube into account and designing games that are as 

fun to watch as they are to play (Gamasutra 2014; Nutt 2014). One popular YouTuber identified 

replayability, variety, something which is different every time you play it, and support for many 

different play styles as key aspects to make a game more attractive to these content creators 

(Letourneau 2014). 

Rose (2015) identifies these key points when dealing with streamers and YouTubers: 

 Streamers and YouTubers receive significantly less work emails than traditional games press. 

This makes emailing them much more likely to lead to successful coverage. 

 Don’t waste time asking if they’re interested; just give them a Steam code or free download 

immediately to make it as easy as possible for them to invest in the game. 
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 YouTubers and streamers often play what other content creators are playing. This means 

initial successes can snowball forward. 

 Don’t just target the top few channels; there are many channels with tens or hundreds of 

thousands of followers (rather than millions) which can collectively add up and may well 

influence the larger channels. 

 Make sure there are no recording/streaming issues with the game by testing compatibility 

with the most popular pieces of software. 

 Giving streamers codes for viewer giveaways helps build both the streamer’s and game’s 

communities. 

 It is important to understand the tone of a channel and what kind of content they create. 

Have they covered similar games in the past? 

Developers should capitalise on the free publicity, focus testing and community building provided by 

YouTube and Twitch personalities by focusing not only on how entertaining a game is to play, but 

how entertaining it is to watch. 

3. Conclusions 
Based on the research conducted above, the following are the key recommendations for the 

company to improve business efficiency, sales turnover and position as an innovator in the games 

industry: 

 Balance environmental ‘vitamins’ to create and sustain a healthy work environment 

o Provide employees with feedback on their performance 

o Make job expectations explicit 

o Encourage employees to take responsibility for their work and have input on what 

work they do 

o Ensure fair pay (reduce/eliminate unpaid overtime) and fair work hours 

(reduce/eliminate the need for massive overtime at all) 

 Foster and sustain a positive company culture and positive work motivations 

o As much as possible, ensure employees work on projects they actually enjoy 

o Make meaningful games which progress the medium or are otherwise important or 

culturally valuable in some way 

o Make career progression and other opportunities clear and accessible 

o Reduce the use of emotional and economic pressures as a means of motivation 

 Follow successful design trends of recent games 

o Capitalise on ready-made market with proven consumer base 

o Symbiotic marketing relationship with other developers 

o The key components of creativity are copy, transform and combine; iterating on the 

ideas of others while adding new ideas to the mix is the essence of innovation 

 Develop with Twitch and YouTube in mind 

o Ensure games are fun to watch as well as play 

o Make sure there are no compatibility issues with popular streaming and recording 

software 
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o Encourage streamers and YouTubers by giving explicit permission to profit from their 

endeavours, giving away copies of games to them and their audiences and engaging 

with them as key parts of the community 
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