CHAPTER 10

A Patchwork of Potential: A Survey
of the European Game Industry
David B. Nieborg and Jeroen de Kloet

INTRODUCTION
Ask citizens of one the 28 member states of the EU about their national
game industry and you will get 28 different answers. Compared to leading
regions in North America and Asia, the EU constitutes of highly diverse
regions, each differing in market size, demographics, local development
communities, and national creative-industries-related policy development.
It is immediately apparent that European countries with larger economies
(i.e., the UK and Germany) also are preeminent in terms of game-related
spending. On the other hand, high consumer spending and player activity
does not necessarily translate into more active, let alone proﬁtable, gamedevelopment communities. This disparity between local game consumption and production has a historical precedent. Apart from British and
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French publishers in the 1990s, national game industries in the Eurozone
have been unable to compete with, let alone overtake their US and Asian
counterparts (Larrue et al., 2005).
Drawing on critical political economic theory this chapter will ﬁrst
provide an exploratory mapping of the European game industry offering
a macroeconomic perspective of Europe as a game market, including a
discussion of individual EU nations’ markets, demographics, and industries. We concur with Kerr (2013, p. 220) who states: “any analysis of
games production in Europe needs to attend to the varying national and
local cultures of production as well as the larger European legal, economic, political and cultural context.” Overall, as the recent historical
research of the European game industry by Pérez Latorre (2013, p. 149)
concludes, the European industry has the “capacity for innovation
and creative talent,” but lacks “commercial vision at crucial moments”
and demonstrates “rather weak business initiatives” (BOO-Games
Consortium, 2013).
To get a better sense of how the European region evolved, the second
part of this chapter offers a survey of the Dutch game industry, followed by
an analysis of the roots of its more recent growth and the subsequent
discourse of (unmet) potential. Industry insiders push a narrative of
“potential” of an industry at the brink of global domination that is able
to leverage the economic opportunities afforded by emerging platforms
(Van Grinsven & Raessens, 2015). We would argue, however, that the
issues faced by industry professionals regarding access to capital and the
failure to articulate long-term business strategies have worsened the industry’s position and that of its inhabitants. Despite new platforms and
publishing opportunities, a career in the Dutch game industry could
turn out to be as high-risk, if not more than any time in history, as
increased intra-EU competition, the inability to gain access to ﬁnancing
and the failure to reach critical mass could nullify the latent creative
potential of Dutch developers. Exactly because of its nascent status, an
analysis of the Dutch game industry’s coming-of-age offers an opportunity
to analyze, ﬁrst, the effects and challenges of state intervention, second,
the effects of an industry moving towards digital distribution, and, third,
the issue of precarity and creative labor.
This chapter draws on secondary sources, which present an overview of
the development of the game industry in Europe. As part of an overarching empirical study on the European industry in general and Dutch
game industry in particular, ﬁeld experts from the Netherlands, Finland,
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Sweden, Israel, Germany, the UK, and the USA were questioned in semistructured interviews. The interviewees are active as game critics, business
analysts, developers of independent game studios, PR representatives,
game designers, academics, and informants working for state-sponsored
business accelerators and regional development agencies. In addition, this
chapter draws upon a decade of ongoing interactions with Dutch game
companies and site visits to companies in Sweden, the Netherlands, the
UK, Finland, Germany, and the USA.

SPATIALIZATION

AND

VALUE CAPTURE

Barring some notable exceptions, national game industries and local cultures of production have received relatively little scholarly attention. This
is in line with a general trend of neglect concerning game-industry-related
research. Zackariasson and Wilson rightfully state: “[The game] industry
has attracted surprisingly little attention from researchers of business and
economics” (Zackariasson & Wilson, 2012, p. 1). Similarly, game scholars
Kerr and Cawley (2012, p. 402) observe that there is a small body of work
focusing on North America (USA and Canada) and Asia (South Korea,
Japan, and China), yet, a much smaller number of academics have analyzed the political economy of individual European countries. Apart from
an edited volume detailing the history and evolution of a number of
European game development communities (Wolf, 2015) and a handful
of individual studies on the UK, Ireland, Germany, Poland, Hungary,
and Sweden (Cornford et al., 2000; Cunningham et al., 2012; Kerr,
2012; Sandqvist, 2012; Teipen, 2008), scholarly inquiries into individual
European countries, let alone pan-European studies, are scarce. There
is, however, a signiﬁcant amount of macro-economic, quantitative data
available.1 Leading business consultants, such as PriceWaterhouseCoopers,
and EU-related policy and research bodies (such as De Prato et al., 2010,
2012) offer valuable insights and a comparative context. Following the
political economic approach of Mosco (2009) and Kerr (2006), this
chapter grapples with the issue of spatialization; a process that concerns
questions of ownership and power, and is best understood as “the
institutional extension of corporate power in the communication industry” (Mosco, 2009, p. 158). It is ﬁrst and foremost a macro-economic
perspective as it maps the cultural industries’ tendency to cluster capital,
for example, through takeovers, alliances, agreements, mergers, and
acquisitions.
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Over the past decades, the increasing economic viability of game
development signaled a shift from a small cottage industry of hobbyists,
hackers, and digital tinkerers towards a billion-dollar commercial enterprise led by both “old” media moguls such as Time Warner and Vivendi
Universal, transnational game publishing powerhouses as Activision
Blizzard, Tencent, and Electronic Arts, as well as various new start-ups
(Kline et al., 2003). For decades, the vertically integrated, high-risk and
capital-intensive nature of console-related game production and circulation curbed the fruitful counterbalance of small companies (Nieborg,
2011). One of the main political economic concerns has been the inability
of individual studios not only to stay aﬂoat, but also to remain independent in order to create and capture value at a national or European level.
Historically, the EU lacked major hardware developers within its borders and sported a small number of game publishers. Even though the
European game industry could be considered as a hodgepodge of 28 quite
different nations, markets, and industries, there are a number of clear
frontrunners. Social geographer Johns argues that in the global network
of game production, value is spatially unevenly distributed: “with several
key nations and cities dominating various stages of the production network” (2006, p. 165). The UK, for example, is in every sense the most
prominent nation in terms of its market and industry size, whereas France
has a certain “business muscle” because of publishing powerhouses such as
Vivendi and Ubisoft (Latorre, 2013, p. 145). In a revealing study, Larrue
et al. (2003) chronicle the 1996–2001 industry cycle and show that for a
moment British, but particularly French publishers such as Infogrames,
Ubisoft, Titus, and Cryo, were able to grow substantially via stock-capital
infused mergers and acquisitions. However, this short sprint turned out
to be a historical anomaly, as out of the many independent British and
French developers and publishers, only Ubisoft is still standing. This
inability to regain control over proﬁtable game distribution platforms
and the subsequent lack of game publishers capitalizing new studios
and projects has had signiﬁcant effects in terms of employment and value
capture in the EU. At least in the console segment, the trend of European
decline has been irreversible, as the last decade the segment has been
dominated by Japanese and US businesses (Consalvo, 2006).
Before the diffusion of networked game platforms such as tablets
and smartphones, the absence of game publishers or platform owners
was considered a sign of weakness for the EU industry (Johns, 2006).
The subsequent precarious position of game studios should not be
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underestimated: “[The] need for an early investment affects the power
relation in the value chain, and usually leads to the emergence of the
publishers as pre-ﬁnancing, and therefore dominant, actors to the detriment of the developers” (De Prato et al., 2010, p. 36). Game publishers
such as EA, Activision Blizzard, Take-Two Interactive, and before its
bankruptcy THQ, acquired a number of US-based development studios
focused on console game development. Many of them closed relatively
brieﬂy after acquisition. Over the past decades there have been numerous
instances where European studios, after being acquired by US publishers,
faced unexpected foreclosures, sending signiﬁcant ripple effects throughout fragile, local-development ecosystems.
Seen in this way one could question the need for investors as well
as policy makers to even consider supporting console-related gamedevelopment initiatives. The high ﬁnancial risks as well as the ﬂow of
capital to non-European nations might force policy makers to reconsider
supporting console game development altogether. Even though there
is growth in local industries, Sandqvist offers a different reading of the
“successes” of the Swedish game industry:
From an economic macro-perspective [the game industry] is a rather problematic industry. A lot of capital, grants, employees, educations and other
resources have been allocated into game companies that have consequently
not been able to return any proﬁts. From such a perspective it would be
more preferable to support a more robust and lucrative industry. (Sandqvist,
2012, p. 149)

A case in point would be the history of the Swedish developer Digital
Illusions CE (DICE) of Battleﬁeld fame, which has been able to grow
because of capital raised via its listing at the Swedish stock exchange, but
was subsequently acquired by American publisher Electronic Arts in 2006.
Next to the issue of spatialization, a number of game scholars have
pointed towards the precarious working conditions in the game industry (O’Donnell, 2014). The console segment in the USA, for instance,
“is a large industry characterized by intense work practices, high risk
and volatility” (O’Donnell, 2012, p. 112). It is, as of yet, an open but
critical question whether or not emerging industry segments are less
risky and have better working conditions. Exploratory studies seem to
point towards even higher risks and volatility (Bergvall-Kåreborn &
Howcroft, 2013).
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When talking to European developers, policy makers, and industry
analysts a different discourse emerges. Instead of issues of ownership and
labor there is a constant reiteration of the many new business opportunities that have presented themselves. Nearly every author of the more
than 40 countries chronicled in Wolf’s (2015) edited volume on national
game industries—from Austria to Iran, and from the Netherlands to
Switzerland—signals that his or her industry has “potential.” The way
forward looks bright as the barrier to market entry is lowered because of
less capital-intensive development tools, more accessible marketplaces on
consoles, and, above all, widely diffused game platforms such as smartphones and tablets. These emerging avenues for game publishing coincide
with, and serve as a catalyst for, a higher and more diverse number of
players. That said, we would argue that the new ecosystem is equally, if not
more competitive, especially for new entrants, which tend to lack access to
capital, industry contacts, and key competencies and skills (Broekhuizen
et al., 2013; Nieborg, 2016). The “winner-takes-all” logic that permeates
the Triple-A (blockbuster) console segment (Nieborg, 2011) is equally
dominant, if not more, in the app economy (Nieborg, 2015).

IN POLICY WE TRUST
Much like the challenges faced by other industry sectors in the EU, individual nations exhibit stark differences in terms of player demographics, the
size of its game market, and the number of game studios and publishers.
Because of these vast differences the question arises: Should we even speak of
a European game industry? As a combined market there is growth all around
at an estimated annual rate of 10 percent (BOO-Games Consortium, 2013).
The European game industry employs over 100,000 people and contributes
more than €3.5 billion to the European economy (BOO-Games
Consortium, 2013). At the same time, while individual regions exhibit
some form of coherence, the EU’s game industry as a whole is characterized
by diversity, fragmentation, and complexity. Compared to the relatively
monolithic industries of Japan, the USA, and Canada, the legal, sociocultural, and economic differences between EU nations, even neighbors such as
Belgium and the Netherlands, are enormous. Similarly, in many respects
Finland has become a successful outlier growing from €105 million in
annual revenue in 2010 to €2.4 billion in 2015 (Neogames, 2016).
Despite this diversity there are a number of distinctive pan-European
structures in terms of policy and culture that warrant the notion of a
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European game industry. First, there are a number of European policy
frameworks and regulations, for example the Pan European Game
Information (PEGI) age-rating system, complemented by an increasing
number of integrated policy initiatives. EU-speciﬁc legal structures, such
as rules for procurement, further integrate markets and, as such, affect the
development and circulation of games. Second, there are a number of
European funding, grant, and support schemes representing billions of
euros, such as the European Regional Development Fund, EU research
grants and various development subsidies. Third, on a cultural level there
are major industry events that stress the EU as a singular unit, such as
the annual GamesCom trade fair in Cologne, the European GameOn
conference, CasualConnect Europe, GDC Europe, GameConnection
Europe, and Games for Health Europe, all of which are promoted and
widely understood as “European” events, rather than particularly Dutch
or German initiatives. A number of harmonization efforts are undertaken
not only in the political realm, but also among lobbyists, and industry
actors. The mere existence of the European Games Developer Federation
(EGDF) is but one example.
It should be kept in mind that the biggest challenge of the European
game industry is also its main weak point: its diversity in terms of development clusters, infrastructure, and markets. Apart from the overarching
issue of the inability to gain access to capital (Cunningham et al., 2012,
p. 254), all regions have different priorities and obstacles, and demonstrate
vastly different levels of industry maturity. One of the everlasting challenges of the EU project in general is the constant tension between panEuropean harmonization beneﬁtting the EU as a whole, and an individual
EU nation’s sovereignty and competitiveness (EGDF, 2015).
European regions are at the forefront of changing business models, the
shift towards digital distribution, while at the same time greatly expanding
their consumer base. How, then, does the EU game industry compare
against the USA and Asia? First, there is the size of the overall European
market measured in consumer spending. Second, there is the number of
active players, and thereby indirectly the potential number of consumers.
And third, there is the size of local industries, which can be measured in
revenue and number of employees.
According to De Prato et al. (2012, p. 1), the European market is
similar in size compared to the North American market, which is conﬁrmed by more recent data by business analyst Newzoo that estimates
the global industry’s size at US$99.6 billion, half of which derives from
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Europe and North-America.2 Germany, the UK, France, Spain, and Italy
make up the majority of European market share.
Similar to the North-American market, European companies are adapting to the era of full digital distribution and shifting towards new game
platforms. The biggest growth areas in terms of revenue are PC games
(both browser-based games and Massive Multiplayer Online games) and
the mobile or app segment (e.g., BOO-Games Consortium, 2013,
pp. 29–30). Individual European markets show noteworthy differences
in terms of sub-segment sales. For example, while the console segment has
traditionally been strong in Spain (Garin & Martinez, 2015), the PC
segment is relatively big in Germany (Lange & Liebe, 2015).
Game-related revenue in a domestic market does not necessarily translate into a higher number of local game studios, employees, or investment.
For example, in her study of the Polish, Swedish, and German game
industries, Teipen (2008) found that these countries have a signiﬁcant
number of independent studios. Yet, their position represents the weakest
one in the global value chain. Today, the majority of game developers are
still located in the northern part of the Eurozone: “In Europe, a large
population of these highly creative small development studios is found
mainly in the UK, France, Germany, the Nordic countries and to a lesser
extent in Spain” (De Prato et al., 2010, p. 47). Germany has “about
10,000 people working in the game industry at large international publishers such as Sony, Ubisoft, and Electronic” (PWC, 2012, p. 366). In
comparison, the Netherlands has an estimated 3000 game-related jobs
(Koops et al., 2016), whereas the Italian game industry employs hundreds
of developers at most (Gandolﬁ, 2015). Because of constant economic
changes and difference in research methodologies, more recent data on
the number of game developers paints a slightly different picture with a
whopping 400 studios and teams in Spain, 10,870 developers working in
the UK, 10,3000 in Germany, and 5000 working in Romania, making the
latter the third country in terms of employment (EGDF, 2015).
Over the past decades, the lack of major European game publishers and
hardware manufacturers meant that individual European nations struggled
to capture a share of the console market. Parallel to the absence of European
game publishers is a recurrent theme in our interviews, in research data, and
publications: European studios have an issue with attracting (venture)
capital and there is no ﬁnancing culture to speak of. As an investor active
across Europe told us: “The creative talent, which is there, needs to be
matched with entrepreneurial talent. Both are needed for access to venture
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capital.” As a result, for many years, small studios showing a lot of potential
in Germany, Poland, and Sweden have been unable to “reach critical mass”
internationally (Teipen, 2008, p. 319). Right now new studios are forced to
“bootstrap” (self-ﬁnance) new projects, making them more sensitive to the
already high-risk nature of the cultural industries as well as prime candidates
for mergers and acquisition by incumbent, often non-European entities.
Moreover, they are unable to compete with well-capitalized incumbents as
well as venture-capital funded Asian and American start-ups, or the few
European studios, like a number of notable Finnish start-ups, that do have
access to funding.
Emerging opportunities related to the disintermediation of the traditional value chain, most notably digital distribution, are continuously
noted as a chance to be able to negate historical barriers to market entry
and the highly spatialized global power structure of game publishing. For
example, Supercell in Finland, the pan-European studio network of King
Digital Entertainment of Candy Crush Saga fame, and the Swedish developer Mojang of Minecraft fame, are relatively young, fast-growing game
studios leveraging the lower barrier to market entry for PC-based online
and mobile games. Tellingly, all three were offered and accepted multibillion-dollar acquisition offers by US (Activision Blizzard and Microsoft)
and Japanese (Softbank) incumbents.

ENDURING POTENTIAL
Apart from signiﬁcant historical challenges there are a number of
strengths associated with Europe as a gaming ecosystem. OECD researchers Beinisch et al. (2005) point to a number of drivers beneﬁtting the
growth of the European game industry: (1) access to broadband Internet,
(2) ICT related research and development, and (3) mass-market (usage of)
games. Particularly in the Northern part of the EU, broadband penetration is high, which proved to be an important driver for “building a critical
mass of users” (Beinisch et al., 2005, p. 32). There seems to be a clear
connection between those countries with wide availability of broadband
(cable and DSL connections and 3G or 4G mobile internet) and the
formation and growth of a local game industry. Countries with a high
concentration of ICT R&D investment “may be at an advantage in
providing the conditions for computer game development” (Beinisch
et al., 2005, p. 34). Unsurprisingly, the countries with the highest numbers of internet-enabled households are The Netherlands, Norway,
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Sweden, Denmark, Germany, Finland, the UK, and France (European
Union, 2012, p. 107), which are the same countries with leading local
game development communities.
Northern European countries are also leading in terms of R&D expenditure. Game-related public-research investments are growing as policy
developers increasingly consider the game industries as a viable part of
creative-industries policy development. Similarly, as De Prato et al. (2010,
p. 9) conclude: “Some necessary conditions seem to have been met as
regards providing a sound basis for the competitiveness of the EU video
games software industry: The EU beneﬁts from a rich milieu of developers
and an important population of middleware producers.” The knowledgeintensive nature of game development asks for high-quality software
development and services. Because of the modularity of game software
(Sandqvist, 2012, p. 147) it is possible for game publishers and developers
to either outsource certain development tasks or license middleware (e.g.,
game engines).3
The EU is considered as an important supplier of middleware, which
can be contributed to high education standards (for example in math,
algebra and programming courses). For example, Kerr and Cawley (2012,
p. 411) signal that the Irish game industry hosts three notable middleware
companies (Havok, Demonware, and Kore), which “require highly educated (usually to postgraduate level) staff”. Moreover, middleware is an
area of software that “has been able to leverage high-end technical skills
and industrial and university research supports developed for the wider
software industry” (Kerr & Cawley, 2012, p. 411). Next to middleware
there are a number of sub-industries not directly related to game development, which have a sizable footprint in the EU. For example, support
tasks (e.g., game community support and quality assurance), market intelligence, legal services, and companies that localize (e.g., translate) gamerelated content.
There are signiﬁcant differences among EU nations as to the level of
sophistication of national and regional game-related policy initiatives, such
as tax incentives, subsidies, and industry regulations. For example, the
Finnish government has a very proactive and successful track record with
Tekes: “the most important publicly funded expert organisation for ﬁnancing research, development and innovation in Finland.”4 Finnish interviewees, from the successful mobile game studio Rovio Entertainment to
smaller “indie” studios and start-ups, all explicitly acknowledge Tekes’
support when asked about their success. An important part of the Tekes
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approach, which is markedly different from many other national funding
agencies, is the acceptance of games as a both a cultural and economic
force as well as the availability of matching funds. Such ﬁnancial matching
can be quite substantial in terms of the pledged amounts and is highly
lucrative for outside investors. On the other hand, according to policy
makers we interviewed the lack of state subsidies makes game studios more
proﬁt-oriented and thus more self-sustainable. In practice the insecurity of
mobile game revenues forces studios to rely on non-game contract work
or “app consultancy” (Mosemghvdlishvili & Jansz, 2013). For some this
dual route is available and even proﬁtable, for new entrants the path
of non-game development is as fraught with insecurity and precarity as
with dedicated game development. Moreover, game industry lobbyist
Behrmann (2011, p. 3) notes that: “European game developers compete
on a worldwide scale against highly subsidized competitors.” There is
room for state sponsorship, Behrmann adds, for early stage development
such as prototyping to aid game-related start-ups.
In the following section we will chronicle the history of the Dutch
game industry and explore the role of state subsidies and public ﬁnancing
of education vis-à-vis the emergence of new game platforms. We note that
the Dutch game industry’s greatest asset, its creative autonomy did lead to
short-term growth. Yet, ironically, this leaning towards creative autonomy
clashes with the rationalization strategies of well-capitalized competitors.

CASE STUDY: MADE

IN

HOLLAND

The history of the Dutch game industry, similar to that of many other
European countries, is one of three tales. The ﬁrst tale is the traditional,
familiar, story of the game industry as it has been told and retold many
times. It is the well-known side of interactive entertainment, the world of
video games. Shooters and strategy games together constitute, what Kline
et al. (2003) dubbed a “militarized masculinity”: a culture where themes
of warfare and conquest are privileged. This is an environment of predominantly male developers who develop games for other males (Chess,
2013). This “hardcore” mono/sub-culture and its historical roots extend
to the Netherlands. Two decades ago hobbyists and amateur developers
grouped together to form loose alliances. The contemporary Dutch game
industry would not have existed without this small group of developers,
who started studios that remain inﬂuential up until today. Some of these
video-game-focused studios went bankrupt; others merged or were
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acquired by foreign media and entertainment companies with much deeper pockets than many a Dutch company. Yet, their successes made
journalists, policy makers, and educators attentive to the game industry’s
potential and the subsequent need for infrastructure, talent, and state
support.
The second tale runs parallel to the ﬁrst and is the story about the
emergence of a new market segment. This part of the story conﬂates with
the story we alluded to concerning emerging platforms and novel consumer segments. The casual games category requires lower up-front
investments and seems far more suited for new market entrants compared
to the high-risk/high-reward environment of video game blockbuster
production (Nieborg, 2016). The research by Koops et al. (2016, p. 30)
observes “a huge uptake” between 2010 and 2013 of developers focused
on Apple’s iOS-operated (i.e., mobile) devices. Consequently, there has
been a “strong growth in new studios: at least half of game development
studios are younger than 5 years” (Nieborg, 2016). It is abundantly clear
that the majority of new Dutch game studios have been able to grow
because of their ability to leverage the versatility and diffusion of the
PC and mobile devices as gaming platforms. In many respects these two
developments are quite similar to the trajectories of many other European
countries that are also populated by small (fewer than ten) or mediumsized studios consisting of fewer than 50 full-time employees (Nieborg,
2016).
The third tale is rather speciﬁc to the Dutch game ecosystem. The last
decade, national policy makers, in close cooperation with Dutch game
studios and institutions of higher education, signaled the potential of nonentertainment, “serious” or “applied” games as a viable market (Bogost,
2007; Edery & Mollick, 2009). Games for education and training can
be used by governments, businesses, and armed forces, in educational
settings and in the health-care sector. Serious game development is a
particularly knowledge intensive segment, as it requires input of highly
knowledgeable domain experts. At the same time, the “serious” notion
seem to make the segment much more desirable from a policy perspective.
According to a research report by PWC accountants (2009, p. 179): “The
Netherlands is at the forefront of the industry in the development of
serious games.” Late 2015, an estimated 44 percent (n = 158) of all
Dutch game studios were involved in the development of applied games
(Koops et al., 2016), a much higher percentage than any other European
country. That said, much more so than the entertainment segment, the
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serious game segment is heavily state-sponsored, both directly via subsidies and signiﬁcant funds (over €10 million in direct funding) in seriousgame-related academic research, and indirectly as local, regional and
national governments and government agencies have acted as “launching
customers.”
Taken together these three developments form the basis for a narrative
that keeps emphasizing the “clear potential” of the Dutch industry among
interviewees, in national media, and in industry reporting. Compared to
neighboring countries, the Dutch sector is considered as “leading internationally” (Boshove & Roso, 2012, p. 47). Van Grinsven and Raessens
come to a similar conclusion: “The Dutch ecosystem has the potential to
grow into maturity and deliver companies that are both nationally and
internationally successful in entertainment gaming and serious gaming”
(2015, p. 373). Such tales of potential go hand-in-hand with the acknowledgment of a number of recurring obstacles, particularly in the serious
segment, which is client-oriented instead of product-oriented focus, exhibits a lack of specialization, and has trouble accessing talent and funding
(Koops et al., 2016). Below we highlight some major historical developments that feed into the frame of the industry’s potential.
The 1980s and 1990s: Happy Hobbyists
Until 2001, the number of Dutch companies involved in the development
or publishing of games added up to only a handful of studios. There was
Radarsoft, a small studio that had some success with one of the ﬁrst major
commercial successes, but the studio was an outlier. To a certain extent
this is surprising considering that technology company Philips launched
the CD-I (Compact Disc Interactive) format in the early 1990s (Van
Grinsven & Raessens, 2015). Unlike Finland where mobile handset manufacturer Nokia led to a vibrant mobile game-development ecosystem,
Philips did not result in notable spin-offs in the Netherlands.
Much like the Swedish game industry in the 1990s, the Dutch game
industry had no footing and was “not attractive or lucrative enough for
individuals and companies found opportunities in the growing commercial
computer industry and ceased game development” (Sandqvist, 2012,
p. 139). In the 1980s and 1990s, the Dutch ecosystem was, however,
populated by small groups of prototypical “bedroom coders” (i.e., young
males) who tinkered with home computers like the Commodore 64 (1982)
and Amiga (1985) as part of the so-called “demoscene” (Latorre, 2013).
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These proof of concept “tech demos” were mostly a labor of love, but also
lead a number of enthusiasts to start businesses in the software domain.
Groups of Swedish programmers were vital in the eventual growth of what
later turned into a more institutionalized and sizable set of businesses
(Sandqvist, 2012, p. 139). Many European game studios that have been
highly inﬂuential over the past decades are established by men who have
their roots in the demoscene. In the late nineties a number of Dutch
bedroom coders eventually took the entrepreneurial path. Consider the
inﬂuential Dutch programmer Arjan Brussee, who contributed to the
Killzone (2004) franchise, and a group of demo coders led by Lennart
Sas and Arno van Wingerden, who founded Triumph Studios, which went
on to publish the Age of Wonders (1999) strategy game series.
Apart from a select number of commercial productions, there was one
game in the late 1990s that proved to be an indication of the industry
segment that would become one of the hallmarks of the Dutch approach.
Late in 1997, three Dutch interaction designers who studied at the
University of Applied Sciences Utrecht came together and founded
IJsfontein. The studio ﬁrst project was Meesters van Macht (“Masters
of Power”, 1997), a CD-ROM-based game aimed at a younger audience
(9–14 years old) and marketed as a “serious game.” Leveraging the
problem-solving nature of games as interactive media, children learn
about physical phenomena such as light and sound through play. Apart
from being a commercial success, the game met with signiﬁcant critical
acclaim, winning a prestigious BAFTA (British Academy of Film and
Television Arts) award in 1998. This solidiﬁed IJsfontein’s reputation,
but more importantly, it made industry insiders and observers realize the
economic potential of non-entertainment games.
2001–2005: The Rise and Fall of a Publisher
Early 2000 saw a breakthrough for a number of Dutch game studios. A
fragmented number of individuals and teams slowly morphed into a
more respectable self-sustaining sector. Two parallel developments gave
way to these initial ﬂickers of cultural and economic viability. First, there
was the rise of console game development and the founding of the ﬁrst
Dutch-owned and operated game publisher. Second, the Utrecht School
of the Arts developed the ﬁrst Dutch game-focused curricula. Arguably,
by themselves these landmark events would not have the ability to
jumpstart an industry, but taken together they offered enough leverage
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for investors, aspiring developers, academics, journalists, and state-actors
to come together and slowly build a sounder economic, cultural, and
support infrastructure.
One of the characteristics of the leading European game developing
countries has been the presence of game publishers. In the UK publishers
as Eidos and Gremlin not only funded new productions, they also
signaled the need for a support industry as well as the need for gamedevelopment talent (Cornford et al., 2000). In 2001, the Dutch entrepreneur Willem Smit founded Playlogic Entertainment. With its headquarter in Amsterdam and an in-house studio, Playlogic Game Factory in
the south of the Netherlands, the future looked bright for the new
entrant. Soon the publisher employed an international staff of over 55
and ﬁnanced projects employing an additional 115 developers. Initially,
the ﬁnancing of the publisher’s projects came from a group of private
investors. Late 2004 the company invested €12 to 15 million in four
games (Ammelrooy, 2004). In June 2005, the company went public and
was listed on the OTC Bulletin Board in New York.
In addition to publishing PC games, Playlogic’s in-house studio developed PlayStation 2 games such as the racing game Cyclone Circus (2006)
and the shoot’em up Xyanide (2006). Throughout the publisher’s existence it struggled to develop a much-needed hit to offset its losses on nonbestsellers that often met with abysmal ratings. Later, the publisher struck
a deal with Sony to develop games for the EyeToy camera peripheral, such
as Eyepet (2009). While those games brought in money, the publisher
never struck it big and the company lacked the funds to pay its staff of 110
and external staff of 300. The last nail in Playlogic’s cofﬁn would be the
development of the hack and slash action-adventure game Fairytale Fights
(2009) for the Xbox 360 and PlayStation 3. Even though the game did
win a number of Dutch Game Awards, the game received poor reviews
ushering in the inevitable demise of Playlogic.
Despite the company’s bankruptcy it had an important legacy. Because
of the lack of formal education in the Netherlands at the time, Playlogic
had to attract talent from neighboring countries such as Belgium, the UK,
and France. As such, the publisher’s activities did add credibility to the
claim for more formal game design curricula. In Breda, the home of the
Playlogic Game Factory, the Breda University of Applied Sciences
(NHTV), started offering a game-related Bachelor course.
Apart from Playlogic, developing games for Sony, Microsoft, or
Nintendo’s consoles, let alone developing true blockbuster material
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seemed out of reach for Dutch studios. The launch of the PlayStation 2
(2000) turned out to be the last chance to enter the console segment for
the self-ﬁnanced and underfunded Dutch studios. The ﬁrst major entrant
was Guerilla Games, which published Killzone (2004) and ShellShock:
Nam ’67 (2004), both for the PlayStation 2. The Amsterdam-based studio
builds on the work of industry veterans like Arjan Brussee and beneﬁtted
from strong talent and management oversight. Roughly 90 developers
worked on both games and Killzone’s budget topped €5 million to which
Sony added another €5 million in marketing costs. Later in 2005, Sony
acquired Guerilla Games and made it a ﬁrst-party studio, demonstrating
the inability of local studios to capture value and to grow autonomously
as well as demonstrating the power of incumbents in the console segment.
Then again, without the deep ﬁnancial pockets of Sony Computer
Entertainment it would have been doubtful that Guerilla Games would
have become the inﬂuential studio it is today.
The Playlogic-Guerilla Games tandem contributed to solving the
chicken-part in the chicken-and-egg dilemma, as both companies needed
talent to staff their teams. The Utrecht School of the Arts was the ﬁrst
higher education institution to offer formal training for developers. The
Bachelor program Design for Virtual Theater and Games (DVTG) was
established and had its roots in theatre studies and design, focusing on
the interaction between physical spaces and the virtual. Because of the
DVTG course’s success, the School founded the BA course Game Design
and Development (GD&D), which focused more on digital game
design. In 2005 the ﬁrst student cohorts graduated from the GD&D
program and among them were many students who founded a number
of inﬂuential studios such as Vlambeer, Ronimo Games, Flavour, and
Monobanda.
2005 and Beyond . . .
Whereas up until 2000 the Dutch game industry was a ragtag consortium of studios, the Netherlands did have a ﬂourishing game culture throughout the 1990s. Game magazines were published, console
hardware and software sold millions of units, and far away from the
general public students tinkered with game-related tools and technology. A Dutch game critic looks back: “Only a decade ago the current
size of the [game] industry was unthinkable. The Dutch were lightyears behind the UK, the US and Japan, but also France and Germany.
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To be blunt, nothing happened.” Around 2005 there was a remarkable
rise in the number of policy initiatives, educational programs, developers, and studios.
Testament to the importance, or according to some, outlandish role
of public support for the Dutch game industry, there have been signiﬁcant national and provincial investments in higher education. One
of the ﬁrst major research projects was the Game research for Training
and Entertainment (GATE) project, which received €10 million in
public funding and €9 million in matching for participating partners.
As its name suggests the GATE program and many of its principal
researchers were primarily focused on serious games.5 Other major
programs, such as The Creative Industry Scientiﬁc Programme (CRISP)
and the €110 million public-private COMMIT ICT research community,
are examples of publicly funded initiatives that have a game-related
component and stimulate public/private partnerships.
Interviewees all stress that the serious game sector in the Netherlands
would not be as vibrant without direct and indirect state-support. A policy
expert we interviewed notes: “Games are serious business and we have a
solid base for serious games. National and regional policy makers have
deﬁned and detected an important niche. Whereas the rest of the world
and game companies focused on entertainment games we specialized in
applied games without losing sight of entertainment games.” The majority
of serious game “genres” (e.g., health, ﬁnance, education, and defense)
are developed in the Netherlands. All require domain-speciﬁc knowledge
and because of that cooperation with universities is a logical part of major
projects. Increasingly, serious games, for example in the health domain,
require extensive validation tracks (e.g., clinical trials), which in turn
require extensive higher education involvement.
The Dutch ecosystem has seen an inﬂux of game-focused vocational
and university programs. Whereas the old guard of game developers are
primarily self-taught, the majority of game developers active since 2005
did receive a formal training. In 2011, sixteen MBOs (public intermediate
vocational education institutions) were active and more than 300 programmers and 900 game artists graduated (GOC, 2012). In 2015 the
annual outﬂow of full-time game students reached a whopping 991, with
an additional 648 students who followed a game-focused curriculum
(Koops et al., 2016, p. 22). It is unlikely that existing studios are able to
absorb these numbers, forcing hundreds of students to form studios of
their own.
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Because of this constant inﬂux of young developers, half of all Dutch
game studios were founded after 2005 and the following numbers should
be seen against the background of an industry that consisted of a handful
of studios in the late 1990s (Koops & Bachet, 2012). For 2012 it was
estimated that 330 Dutch companies were dedicated to game development, circulation and associated services, employing over 3000 people
(Koops & Bachet, 2012). The overall revenue for 2011 was estimated to
range between €150 million and €225 million, the majority deriving from
game production, followed by publishing, distribution, game technology,
and associated services. At the same time, employment at game companies
is “ﬂexible” as 84 percent of the game companies leveraged temporary
employees, higher than in other creative-industry sectors (GOC, 2012).
Three years later not much has changed in terms of revenue, proﬁt, and
employment: the industry is reported to have 3030 employees, divided
among 455 companies that generate €155 million to €215 million in
annual revenue (Koops et al., 2016).
The Precariat
Whereas policy initiatives aim at supporting the development of the game
industry, like other creative industries, the game industry is characterized
by ﬂexible contracts and short-term contracts. Under the banner of a hip
and free working environment, with mobile working places, often located
in old factories at the fringes of the city, ﬂexible working hours, and so on,
workers in the game industry are working under highly precarious conditions, and can thus be considered as part of the emerging “precarious
class,” or, in the words of Guy Standing, The Precariat (2011). Flexible
employment thus stands for conditions of precarity, in which labor is
not protected and careers are often highly unstable. This ﬂip side of the
development of the creative industries receives scant attention in news
accounts, policy documents, and during industry get-togethers.
The precarity of the game segment is exempliﬁed by a signiﬁcant number
of bankruptcies. Over the years dozens and dozens of Dutch game companies went out of business. In press accounts and court papers related to the
bankruptcies, the main reason for liquidation is either related to the combination of a lack of contract work because of the economic climate or bigbudget productions that that did not meet expectations. For example,
companies such as Spellborn and Virtual Fairground lacked both capital
reserve and a diverse portfolio to cope with dwindling sales ﬁgures.
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Traditionally, game publishers as Playlogic and console-game-oriented
studios like Triumph Studios and Guerilla Games are hailed as ideal
companies that ﬁt well with the notion of the Netherlands as a “global
player” and a “knowledge economy.” Yet, these companies have quickly
become the exception to the rule as opposed to leading examples. As
noted by Koops et al. (2016), the Netherlands lacks a top-10 of large
and commercially successful studios that “carry” the industry forwards.
Instead, the norm has become small, young, agile enterprises that staff
highly educated, creative developers in one of the major Dutch cities.
Despite the credit and ﬁnancial crisis, and despite more than a hundred
individual studios going out of business, overall, the Dutch industry is still
able to attract new blood (Koops & Bachet, 2012; Koops et al., 2016).
The vitality of the Dutch game industry, however, should not be mistaken
for success, and, arguably, nor for potential. A CEO of a Dutch mobile
game studio summarizes his challenges: “We worked with the four of us
on a free (i.e., microtransaction enabled) mobile game for over a month
and reached the respectable number of 150,000 downloads. To our
surprise, we netted a mere 500 dollars, despite so many players.” New
markets, such as the mobile game segment, may be less-capital intensive,
they are equally, if not more high-risk and competitive compared against
the more traditional console segment (Nieborg, 2016). New business
models are constantly changing and might well be unsustainable in the
long term as the willingness to pay among new players is a continuous
challenge (Nieborg, 2015).
Summarizing, today’s Dutch game industry is the result of a mix of the
availability of game-related research and education, an established cultural
and Internet infrastructure and a number of national and local (i.e.,
provincial) government initiatives. Similar to other European countries,
the contemporary industry is dominated by start-ups and SMEs (small and
medium sized enterprises). We concur with Kerr and Cawley’s observation
that: “[The] spatial distribution of the games industry is complex and is
linked in part to the history of the games industry but more signiﬁcantly
to the regional structure of software production networks, as well as local
and regional ﬁnancial, cultural and labour markets” (2012, p. 404). In
many respects, national and regional developments have been impressive,
but a lack of tax-breaks and access to capital are curtailing potential
growth. Many of these challenges are not unique to the Netherlands and
are a pervasive European, if not global issue. For example, two-thirds of
the companies surveyed in ten EU regions had less than €200,000 in
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annual turnover (BOO-games Consortium, 2013, p. 27). This adds to the
volatility of said companies, many of which seems unable to grow beyond
their small size. Despite its potential, being unable to gain access to
entrepreneurial, marketing, and business skills, several Dutch interviewees
openly fear for the industry’s future.

CONCLUSION
European countries each grapple with a different set of challenges, and
mapping these respective challenges will gain a deeper insight into issues
of national creative policies and labor in a context of the intertwined
processes of globalization and localization. We have pointed towards the
disadvantaged position of the EU in the console-gaming segment and
how emerging markets are more accessible, but most countries are equally
fraught with risk. As such, the EU is a patchwork of potential.
Chronicling the history of the Dutch game industry we come to
conclude that the anticipatory assumptions of the industry’s potential
mask a number of profound political economic issues. The Dutch ecosystem, in technological, cultural, and economic terms is not insignificant and keeps growing in terms of new entrants. Still, a collective
growth in revenue, let alone proﬁt is notably lacking. The absence of
state-support during the 1990s did make the Dutch developers selfreliant. With no support system to speak off, no cultural infrastructure,
and no signiﬁcant game-related curricula, the Dutch game industry
faced and overcame the typical chicken-and-egg dilemma. Heavy state
support and a sizeable number of industry bodies coupled with ad-hoc
networks of industry professionals turned the Dutch game industry into
a highly connected, vibrant, and, arguably, innovative ecosystem. In
terms of education, challenges remain. While there are game designers
aplenty, young Dutch enterprises face problems growing their companies because they lack business acumen and ready access to capital.
Larrue et al. (2003) demonstrate that considering the history of the
European industry, the ability to attract capital, for example, through
public offerings and the subsequent dance of mergers and acquisition, is
vital for long-term sustainability. At the time of writing the Dutch
industry seems somewhat stable, but job security is non-existent, ﬂexible
positions are growing, low-paid internships reign supreme and typical
fallback options common to the Dutch welfare state have fallen by the
wayside.
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In terms of spatialization, the political economic concern of the concentration of capital and ownership remains. The history of the Dutch
game industry has been one of boom and bust and as the studies of Johns
(2006) and Pérez Latorre (2013) have shown, this is an ideal habitat for
well-capitalized global publishers. Dutch companies, and the same can be
said of European studios in general, demonstrating the smallest glimmer
of potential and autonomy have been acquired or merged with US or
Japanese companies, as such capturing value and negating the emancipation of a European game industry.
Lastly, one observation deserves further attention, which is the issue of
precarious labor. Indeed, the promotion of local game industries needs to
be read in the context of the global rise of neoliberalism, which is characterized by increased uncertainty and risk (Beck, 1992) and driven by an
ideology of ﬂexibility and mobility necessary to navigate through a network-society (Castells, 2000). Creative policies are driven by a desire to be
or become competitive on a global market. The creative policies currently
propagated by national and European governmental bodies may well be
functioning as a way to further dismantle the welfare state, as a tool to
circumvent labor security. Proponents of the creative-industry discourse
claim that creative workers enjoy a higher degree of ﬂexibility, autonomy,
and self-fulﬁllment, whereas opponents write of abuse of labor and shrinking rights. Under the idea of freedom and ﬂexibility, many developers
indeed face a highly insecure present as well as future. The Dutch trade
unions, being so much part of the rise of the welfare state, are notoriously
absent when it comes to rethink labor rights and policies for the creative
classes. The precarious class is thus alienated from the trade unions, and
therefore lack collective support even though, as Teipen (2008, p. 330)
found “work and employment even in the video games industry” is
“compatible with union representation and collective bargaining.”
The idea of a creative class in Europe that is active as game developers
itself governs a citizenry: it divides and classiﬁes, disciplines and extracts
creativity and innovation out of people, and capitalizes on that. The
creative sector taps in the related ideologies of ﬂexibility and freedom
by offering jobs that are highly insecure but baptized with the aura of
creativity. The rise of creative industries may thus help to discipline a new
generation into a neoliberal mode of working and a docile population
(Lloyd, 2005). Research has shown this to be a demanding working mode
with high job insecurity and long working hours (Hesmondhalgh &
Baker, 2010; McRobbie, 2002; Ross, 2003).
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Creative policies highlight the cultural and economic value of creativity,
and tend to ignore issues of labor and precarity. What is needed is not only
a critical and comparative review of these policies, but also a more in-depth
study in which the people who are working in the game industry voice
their concerns, views, and aspirations (Hesmondhalgh & Baker, 2010).
Such a study would enable us to move beyond the binary that haunts a lot
of research, in which creative industry discourses are either celebrated as
the new hope for an innovative future or condemned as yet another trick
to further abuse labor. We expect that reality will turn out to be more
fuzzy and messy, and in-depth ethnographic research will prove indispensable to unpack that messiness.

NOTES
1. The majority of which are proprietary and often custom-made research
reports. A new subset of companies (e.g., Newzoo, SuperData Research,
App Annie, Flurry) offer game-related data on players, revenue, and industry
trends.
2. https://newzoo.com/insights/articles/global-games-market-reaches-996-billion-2016-mobile-generating-37/.
3. “Middleware companies develop products and services aimed at game
development studios rather than ﬁnal customers” (Kerr & Cawley, 2012,
p. 411).
4. See: https://www.tekes.ﬁ/en/tekes/.
5. See: http://gate.gameresearch.nl/index.php.
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