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INTRODUCTION

Video games and their production have evolved over a few decades
from being “fun” exercises at universities to a $20 billion plus business
(DCF, 2004). Despite the short time that this industry has had to evolve,
it has been common to compare its size with the entertainment giant in
Hollywood. Whether one is a gamer or not, one has to admire the cre-
ativity that has gone into developing these games. Games have progre-
ssed from the moving dot of Pong, to the icons in Pac-man, to the
three-dimensional “real-life” figures and objects that are now movie-
like with manipulative endings. Further, the development process has
moved to coordinated team efforts. That is, at one time this creativity
could be captured by a single individual, but video games are now so
complex that they require group development.

Video games fit into the U.S. census group, sports, arts, and enter-
tainment services, which coincidently is one of the ten broad service
categories developed by Fisk and Tansuhaj (1985). This grouping de-
rives from the observation that it primarily represents a “pure enjoy-
ment” need satisfaction as compared with groupings such as health care
or financial services, which meet our more basic needs in living. The
latest information from annual updates of the census (Service annual
survey, 2003) indicates this segment had total revenues of $157 billion,
an average annual expenditure of $628 per person. In 2003, the video
game industry reached revenues of $23.2 billion (DCF, 2004). The need
fulfillment of this service relates to the highest level on a Maslov rela-
tionship (cf. Kotler, 2000, 172 ff). That is, although there may be seg-
ments that derive some sense of belonging from gaming (Maslov level
3), or status from participation (Maslov level 4), the majority segment’s
need fulfillment is one of self-actualization (Maslov level 5).

The necessity of widespread group development in this industry
encourages study of these operations. Specifically, not only does cre-
ativity receive attention, but a second characteristic, leadership, deser-
ves introspection as well. First, creativity drives this industry. A case
can be made that observations of successfully institutionalized creativ-
ity are underdocumented and not fully understood. It, therefore, is fun-
damentally interesting to see how a characteristic that is normally
thought to be individualistic is handled in a group setting. On the other
hand, this topic also cues thoughts about organizational development.
That is, from background such as a Greiner (1972) growth model of
organizations, focus is put onto creativity and leadership–creativity,
because the first stage in growth in an organization’s growth is called
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creative growth and leadership because the first crisis in organization
development is frequently a leadership one.

In this paper we report on the creative approach used and the leader-
ship required to develop new offerings in a successful Swedish video
game development firm. In part, the study relates to a misconception
that may exist for development within this industry, i.e., that it may be
non-business like. On the contrary, regardless of the business, certain
things have to be done. That is, in order to survive, these things should
be done with some dispatch. In this case, the development concerns
an output that represents an advancement in “fun,” reduced to a binary
code. We thus describe the approach and associate it with classic man-
agement background. In effect, development finds it essential to pro-
mote the creativity of the team, but at the same time, a finished offering
must be produced that can be successfully marketed. It is thought that
this understanding will lead to a better comprehension of the creative
process and the leadership required to promote it. The paper should not
only be of direct interest to individuals in the applied software industry,
but also to students of managed, creative processes.

BACKGROUND

The Video Game Industry

The history of this industry is rather interesting. The construction of
the first computer game is ascribed to Steve Russell, an MIT student
who produced the code for Space Wars in 1962 (Kent, 2001). In a very
short time this game became immensely popular, and it is said that the
game was copied to most computers in the United States. One of Rus-
sell’s subsequent students, Nolan Bushnell, would later establish Atari,
which of course was highly successful in the early video game business.
Although the first game was made for a mini-computer, the main plat-
form for video games in the early 70s was the bulky arcade machines.
The most popular game on these machines was the legendary Pong,
a tennis game for two. In the early 80s consoles were introduced on the
home entertainment market, and initially these became highly popular,
only to later be replaced by the PC. Today consoles have again acquired
a strong position in the market and again dominate as the main game
platforms.

Recently, video games1 have become technically more advanced and
the barrier to entry into this market as a developer is getting increasingly
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more costly. From the perspective of the video game developer, there
is a fine balance between pushing the game technology (mainly the
graphical engine) to what is wanted and what the customers will likely
equip their computers with (graphic card, processor, and RAM-mem-
ory) during the 2-3 years production cycle–a miscalculation in technol-
ogy adoption could be the difference between a top ranking and a
failure. Considering that the development costs usually start at $1 and
$1.5 million, depending on genre, innovativeness etc., there is little
room for mistakes. This has also meant a professionalism of the busi-
ness as a whole, i.e., it is no longer possible to produce quality video
games without major funding and expertise.

At present, the future in video games appears to be in Massively
Multiplayer Online Games (MMOGs). The first of these games were
released in the late 90s, e.g., Ultima Online (by Original, 1997) and
EverQuest (by Sony Online Entertainment, 1999). With a production
cost of about ten times that of a regular video game, these developments
represent major investments. In return, however, the ROI of a top rank-
ing MMOG is considerably higher than with a regular video game. In
effect, the producer is supplying a virtual, persistent world in which the
users, or “gamers” (for a monthly fee between 10 and 15 dollars), can
interact and enjoy the game. Despite its age, in 2002 Ultima Online still
had 235,000 subscribers. With the increasing bandwidth and access to
Internet, MMOGs at this point seem to be the future in video games. For
example, the MMOG Lineage (NCSoft, 1998), with its over 4 million
subscribers, is presently amongst the biggest MMOG on the market.

Effective Organizations

It has become somewhat fashionable to discuss business activities in
terms of efficiency, “the right way” and effectiveness, “the right things”
(cf. Drucker, 1967; Vuorinen et al., 1998; Haynes, 2002, 108). Effi-
ciency, of course, is the idea of single-loop learning, whereas effective-
ness conveys the idea of double-loop learning (Argyris & Schon, 1978).
There are two ideas in particular that are germane in discussing the de-
velopment of video games. First, in terms of efficiency, there is the idea
of conducting projects in which creativity is at a premium, but in which
goals cannot be clearly defined at the outset. Nevertheless, these pro-
jects must be conducted in a financially prudent manner. Second, with
regard to effectiveness, there is the concept of adaptability in opera-
tions. For the first of these, the background we cite relies primarily on
the seminal work of Lindblom (1979, 1959), and for the second, some
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work that relates to changing organizations, which depends signifi-
cantly upon leadership.

Creative projects. Projects typically are the antithesis of creativity
and/or flexibility. That is, the nature of a project or project management
approach implies that the undertaking will have a well-defined scope, a
completion date, a budget for the cost of required resources, and firm re-
quirements for objectives or end results (cf. Nicholas, 2001, 29). Particu-
larly attractive in this approach is the nature of planning and scheduling
that can be done in order to assure task management and completion. The
uniqueness characteristic of projects carries with it, however, an under-
standing that a range of project activities exists–from rather mundane to
rather complex (Nicholas, 2001, 4-7).2 In effect, there is a hierarchy in
projects. Some can be defined very well in advance; others can be real-
istically described only after completion. With respect to these observa-
tions, Simon (1996, 206-212) has described the architecture of
complexity as being a structure that can contain repetitive, simple struc-
tures. “Complexity” is provided by “layers” in between, but many com-
plex systems have regular, simple blocks within them.

As will become clearer with our observations in this paper, video
games are developed as “projects,” but one reads little about creative
projects. Obviously, there are projects that advance the state of the art,
but these projects usually are covered under “innovation.” In this regard,
it is interesting to note that the Product Development and Management
Association differentiates between creativity and innovation (PDMA,
2004):

Creativity: “An arbitrary harmony, an expected astonishment, a
habitual revelation, a familiar surprise, a generous selfishness, an
unexpected certainty, a formable stubbornness, a vital triviality, a
disciplined freedom, an intoxicating steadiness, a repeated initia-
tion, a difficult delight, a predictable gamble, an ephemeral solidity,
a unifying difference, a demanding satisfier, a miraculous expecta-
tion, and accustomed amazement.” Creativity is the ability to pro-
duce work that is both novel and appropriate.

Innovation: A new idea, method, or device. The act of creating a
new product or process. The act includes invention as well as the
work required to bring an idea or concept into final form.

There is, of course, an association between the two concepts as sug-
gested by the use of “creating” in the definition of innovation. Never-
theless, the idea of “revelation, surprise, or astonishment” clearly
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distinguishes creativity from innovation. The unique difficulty in
creative projects, as it were, is agreeing up-front what exactly the deliv-
erables will be. It is difficult to anticipate, or at least quantify, “revela-
tion, surprise, or astonishment.” Goals thus tend to be both qualitative
and transient. Progress is difficult to ascertain until progress is made,
which puts these projects within the typology of decisions that
Lindblom (1959, 1979) has described. That is, ends and means become
intertwined. One is thus left to “muddle-through” (1959) or “incremen-
talize” (1979) one’s way to progress.

Leadership in adaptability. Leadership is a process that is socially
constructed (Berger & Luckman, 1966). In other words, it can mean dif-
ferent things in different contexts. Nevertheless, relationships that exist
between leader and followers are associated with the ability of organi-
zations to adapt, and it may be particularly important to investigate lead-
ership in creative situations. That is, the “crisis” that frequently is
observed in creative growth situations is a leadership crisis (cf. Jones,
1999, 449-451). The classic crisis arises when the entrepreneur can no
longer manage the growth of the company that he started. Either the
entrepreneur must adapt, or someone brought in to manage the situation
(Jones, 1999, 449; Storey, 1998, 150).

Leadership is thus important in an organization’s ability to take advan-
tage of situations. As others have done, Hayes (2002, 109) distinguished
between leaders and managers. He suggests managers are focused on
“doing things right,” whereas leaders are more inclined to “do the right
thing.” Carnall (2003, 148-149) indicates that leadership is particularly
important in adapting to change. Organization leaders “enable people to
contribute, solve problems (and) learn from experience. . . . To avoid
complacency the leader will put continuing pressure on the organiza-
tion.” Collins (2001, 22-41), in his study of firms that were able to make
the transition to “greatness,” found that the process invariably started
with leadership. These individuals tended to have strong resolve, and
started the process by “getting the right people on the bus.” In start-up
firms, creative growth can be associated with entrepreneurs who repeat-
edly generate new ideas, but organizations must eventually grow be-
yond the dependence upon this single source (Jelinek, 1979, xv).

Computers have found their way into most operations and their asso-
ciation with leadership is no exception, which is contrary to early obser-
vations. In his analysis of the impact computers might have in making
executives effective, Drucker (1967, 159-162) tended to be skeptical
of the role they might play in executive functions. That was then, but
this is now. In the situation observed in this study, the computer was the
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essential tool used in video game development. It also served, however,
as a primary co-creator of communication and decision-making. Hu-
man and computer were so inseparable that the process of interpreting
reality and providing direction has been labeled cyborg leadership
(Zackariasson, 2003).

METHODOLOGY

Basically, the intent of this research was to identify the important
variables associated with some specific operations. Case studies have
been acknowledged to work well in this regard (Aaker & Day, 1990;
Bonoma, 1985; Green et al., 1988). It has also been suggested that such
an approach may be useful in theory building (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).
In particular, the use of detailed case studies has a long history in the
study of organizations and their behavior, i.e., Cyert et al. (1956); Law-
rence and Lorsch (1967); Bartlett and Ghoshal (1991).

Because of the interest in creative growth and leadership in this
study, the primary research question that was considered was

� In what manner does a successful, video game developer handle
the creative process of game development?

Secondary interest was paid to the question:

�What role(s) do(es) leadership play in this process?

Empirical information in this study essentially was collected over a
period of two, separate weeks using observations and interviews. Ob-
servations provide the researcher with an understanding of situational
language (Spradley, 1979) learning to “talk the talk” in order to grasp
actions and relationships. In this sense, this research represented an
ethnographic study (Van Maanen, 1988) in line with the studies of
Mintzberg (1973) and Carlson (1964). These types of studies have
gained appreciation is that the knowledge is based on actual practice in
every day situations. Mintzberg based his study on what managers actu-
ally did on the observation of daily practice over two week periods.
Carlson, who preceded the work of Mintzberg, based his studies on in-
terviews and diaries of the managers. We utilized a combination of
these approaches. Observing the CEO in action had the value of increas-
ing the knowledge of daily practice. During the observations extensive
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field notes were created. The knowledge from observations constructed
a framework for extensive interviews. Thus, during this period eight in-
terviews were performed with the CEO regarding different topics of
leadership and other business activities.

The firm selected for this study had been successful in supplying
video games (for PCs) to the industry and agreed to be a subject in this
investigation. The methods of Lincoln and Guba (1985) and Patton
(1990) were used to ensure rigor in the research. An initial meeting was
arranged with the chief executive officer and discussions were con-
ducted on the basis of previous literature reviews. Certain company his-
tory and operating information were provided as well as an understanding
of information availability and access in this initial meeting.

Oral responses from the respondent were supported by collaborative
discussions, company files and/or reports, which provided attention to
internal validity, reliability, and triangulation concerns (Patton, 1990,
491). Field notes were kept of these meetings and subsequently trans-
posed to more formal records of the projects. In interpreting the qualita-
tive data, the method of Miles and Huberman (1994) coding was used.
Discussions with peers on these observations provided a sense of credi-
bility on the separate topics (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 281, 308). Subse-
quent to the collection of information from the case, field observations
and reflections were compared by the senior researcher on the case and
subjected to external review.

OBSERVATIONS

The Firm

The company featured in this study was a product of the IT boom and
its attendant beliefs in technology and creativity. The present CEO and
a colleague founded the company in 1997 after graduating from a Swed-
ish university. They had met previously on an Internet chat board where
they found that they shared the interest of developing computer
games–one (the present CEO) had a background in the technical area,
the other a business education. Recalling the time, “everything seemed
possible,” and together the principals succeeded in raising the funds
necessary to start their business.

The business orientation of the company led to a degree of success
from its very beginning. Initially the company expanded, producing
both computer games and game applications for mobile devices. The
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period that followed, however, was marked by ups and downs. Due to
low capitalization and a receding market, the company was forced to lay
off a major part of its employees and focus on its core competence, Real
Time Strategy (RTS) computer games. This low point occurred at about
the same time that the IT bubble burst. Although the business did not
operate in the same market as the major IT companies that went bank-
rupt in about this time, it was affected just because its business was
computer related. This situation changed at the end of 2002 when its
previous producer (publisher) of their games bought the company. This
major entertainment provider had at that time only one other develop-
ment studio outside North America. In 2003, the developer’s CEO also
got a position in the parent company and now holds two positions
within the expanded organization.

Today this company is one of the major Swedish computer game
developers with about 30 employees, and the company’s offerings are
considered highly in the international marketplace. Presently, financial
support from the new owner has enabled the company to expand once
more. This support, in combination with the success of their latest com-
puter game, presents a promising future for this company.

Projects Within the Company

Developments have continued to be organized within the company as
projects. This approach of organizing seems to be standard among
Swedish game developers (Dymek & Rehn, 2003; Robertsson, 2003).
One of the ancillary reasons for this approach has been the relationship
with the publisher (a relationship that could be compared to that of other
entertainment businesses, as films or theatre, for example). That is, con-
tractual and deliverable issues are typically based on the traditional
milestone model of projects.

In the process of developing a computer game that was launched in
2000, the CEO started to develop an in-house project approach. This ap-
proach takes present milestone models as a starting point, but adopts
these models to provide more flexibility in processing. The dissatisfac-
tion that gave rise to this new model was mainly that there is no possibil-
ity of specifying in detail features that will make a computer game fun to
play and immersive before starting a new project, which is a requisite
built into a traditional milestone model. The model has been in use since
then, constantly developed and refined as the need arises.

With regard to this situation, the one objective the game development
studio had was to develop games that were “fun and immersed their
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gamers.” Fun and immersion, however, had to be defined as the games
were built. The in-house approach that was set up thus ascertained
whether fun was being built into the game as it was developed. In the
initial phase of the project a concept team developed a number of con-
ceptual documents and sketches of the game. When a concept was
agreed upon as a good platform to start from, the development phase
would be initiated. Each two weeks the portions of the game that had
been developed were placed into a “build,” which was a playable ver-
sion of the game. It was at this point that an aesthetic aspect of creativity
entered. Quality in development, both technical and aesthetic, could be
assessed on the basis of these intermittent builds and changes could be
made accordingly. Participants were encouraged to keep this in mind.
Visible throughout the office space were banners that posed the question,
“What can I do today to improve the experience of the gamer?”

The company has thus developed a heuristic (cf. Simon, 1996, 27-28)
that allowed it to systematically approach its opportunities while main-
taining an element of control. This model not only affected each project
individually, but the whole company as an enterprise (Zackariasson
et al., 2004). Basically, the in-house approach ran 10-day mini-projects
with each team working on its area. At the end of ten days, things were
put together and progress was evaluated toward the “(more) fun” game.
These builds impacted future goals. Simon (1996, 162) has in fact sug-
gested that a paradoxical, but perhaps realistic, view of design goals is
that they both motivate activity and generate new goals. An attempt has
been made to diagram this approach in Figure 1, in which we show it as
a spiral sloping upward with two tails. The tails represent the initiation
and completion stages of the project. The cycles tend to be circular, but
because there is ongoing progress, the overall process is represented as
a spiral to connote continued progress. Finally, although Gantt charts,
which are normally utilized in planning and controlling projects, are
normally downward flowing toward completion, we have sketched the
helix as tilting upward. In this way, we connote progress as “spiraling
up” toward a desired state of output instead of “spiraling down.”

A cross-sectional depiction of a single cycle in this helix would
suggest that three types of decisions are made in each phase of develop-
ment. First, there are the “continuous opportunities of redefinition.”
Drucker (1967, 8) has indicated that in knowledge work, individuals at
the lowest level can (are forced to) make decisions that critically affect
company performance. As a policy, the company preferably hired
“gamers” within each specialty. By the very nature of the task, individu-
als were given latitude (redefinition opportunities) in the approach

82 SERVICES MARKETING QUARTERLY



www.manaraa.com

taken to their assignments. The hiring approach ensured that decisions
within this context would be made from a gamer’s point of view–if it
were exciting to the individual doing the job, there was a reasonable
chance that it would be exciting to a paying gamer. The second type of
decision came mid-way through the mini-project on the fifth day. At
this point, the internal producer and team leads met and discussed
approaches and problems. If there were needs for mid-cycle changes,
they were addressed here so as not to waste the second week. Finally,
the internal producer would put together advances to date in an operat-
ing build at the end of each 10-day cycle, which each staff member was
expected to play. From the feedback from those individual experiences,
an evaluation was made of efforts and the path for the next cycle was set
(see Figure 2). In a two-year period, there could be 40-50 of these cycles
that led to the final offering.

To add further insight into this approach, one of the outputs of the
Braybrooke and Lindblom text (1963) was a strategy for decision-mak-
ing. We think that the observations at the game development studio fell
into that strategy. Essentially, the Braybrooke-Lindblom process had
eight characteristics. These characteristics are identified in Table 1 and
associated first with policy applications with which Lindblom, in par-
ticular, concerned himself (column 2) and then the observed develop-
ment project (column 3). Without going into too great a detail, the
Braybrooke-Lindblom process is associated with margin dependent
choices in realistic situations. That is, any change should (will) be an
improvement over the present state. Further, because only incremental
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changes tend to be considered, the number of alternatives in the game
itself tended to be restricted. Although one might argue that this ap-
proach was not ideal, it did get the job done in a situation where parallel
progress was required–and within the timeframe and cost structure that
was imposed on the project.

In the particular field observation, the game was a sequel to the game
that preceded it, a margin dependent choice. The game was developed on
a platform (graphical engine) that was superior to the preceding. Previous
experience suggested the type of engine desired and how game perfor-
mance could be improved. The sequel had the same main character in the
game, i.e., the same hero that the player directed, and around whom the
story revolved. The basic ideas of the game were also the same, as were
the ways of directing the troops in the game. That is not to say that
changes were insignificant. Both the graphics and complexity had
evolved. The first game received praise because of its good interface with
the units in the game; this was something that the sequel extended. The
sequel also supported internet and multiplayer gaming, as well as creating
its own maps on which to play. All in all, the sequel had the basic compo-
nents as the first one, but developed both technically and content-wise.

Leadership

The CEO’s assessment of leadership was explored both through
interview responses and observation of him in practice. His views, as

84 SERVICES MARKETING QUARTERLY

FIGURE 2. Individual Cycle in Video Game Development



www.manaraa.com

stated in the interview, tended to follow classical thinking. Fundamen-
tally, he suggested that leadership is basically about the ability to lead a
group of individuals toward a goal as effectively as possible. That is,
a measurable definition should be accomplished per man-hour. To be
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TABLE 1. Association of a Creative Gaming Project with a Lindblomian Approach

Steps in Process 1 Policy Application 2 Application to Project

1. Margin-
dependent
choice

Any change should (will) be an
improvement over the present
state.

New game will be (was) a
sequel to the game that
preceded it.  Graphical design
engine developed to provide
superior performance.

2. Restricted
alternatives
considered

Because (only) incremental
changes are considered, the
number of alternatives tends to
be restricted.

Engine was developed from
previous experience.  Main
character, theme, and direction
of troops were an extension of
previous offering.

3. Restricted
consequences
considered

Indirect consequences tend to
be ignored.

Focus on “fun”–thus, social
issues, etc. not primary
consideration.

4. Adjusted
objectives to
policies

Only objectives are considered
that are “reasonably”
achievable in view of means at
hand.

Developments depend upon the
resources at hand–technology,
time, money, and people.

5. Reconstructed
treatment of data

Evaluation not necessarily
made in terms of problem in its
original form.

The evolutionary nature of
subsequent developments is
common in creative projects,
i.e., this is where we are, so this
is where we may go from here.

6. Serial analysis
and evaluation

Policy development tends to
take on long chains of policy
steps.

Progress tends to be judged on
the basis of past developments.

7. Remedial
orientation of
analysis and
evaluation

Situations or ills may be
identified that are moved away
from instead of toward an
objective.

When an approach does not
show progress or a glitch
appears, then it may be
necessary to remedy the
situation before proceeding.

8. Social
fragmentation of
analysis and
evaluation

Policy formulation involves 100s,
if not 1000s, of centers.  Further,
centers each take their own
approaches and are in imperfect
communication with each other.

Project progress depends upon
design progress, which in turn
depends upon art and audio
progress.  Parallel progress
(and problems) must be
accommodated in final product.

1From Braybrooke, D. and Lindblom, C. 1963. A Strategy of Decision. London: The Free Press of Glencoe. 81-110.
2Ibid.
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able to do this as a leader, he felt it important to motivate individuals to
take charge of the situation and not use the mandate as leader to force
action. He continued that the knowledge the leader possesses is impor-
tant in “legitimising” decisions. Therefore, having the hands-on experi-
ence of making computer games in the past he felt increased trust in
suggestions made or decisions taken. Since the computer game industry
is a young business, there are not many leaders with that much experi-
ence in making successful games. Nevertheless, there is also the matter
of creating consensus in what the game is to be and how the team could
accomplish that. Discussions and meetings are vital in that aspect. Be-
cause (almost) all individuals in the company were gamers, the discus-
sions were made easier since all individuals have the same knowledge
base concerning the final output.

With a consensus accomplished in the team, he felt it important to
implant a state of confidence among members to make their own deci-
sions and have the courage to do so. He thought this area needed
improvement. It appeared to him that many individuals officially ac-
knowledge their positions and responsibilities, but unofficially lack the
courage to make day-to-day decisions and even less, critical decisions.
“They would rather see these taken by someone higher up in the organi-
zation,” he said. By default, it would be he who would be the individual
they turn to. These responses can be compared with the day-to-day
observations made of his activities as shown in Table 2.

In practice, the CEO appeared to build his leadership on high visibil-
ity and participation in projects. Each day was started with a briefing for
all personnel, and the rest of his day was spent either communicating
through e-mail, walking around the office, or in meetings. It was just
recently that he had come to peace with the realization that communi-
cating through mail also constitutes working. Sorting 40-50 e-mails
each day and reacting on about half of those has basically replaced all
telephone communication. Walking the premises, he said, was a way of
sorting through his thoughts and issues. It also gave him ample opportu-
nities to interact with individuals in the production of the game under
development. In this way, he kept abreast of what was going on and at
the same time, he had the opportunity to make his comments on ef-
forts–both in detail and on a strategic scale. Despite the fact that this
participation sometimes created frustration in the team, he frequently
had information that the team did not have–for instance information from
the publisher, or the market. He also engaged in 3-4 meetings each
day–not counting private discussions in his office. These meetings are
mostly internal and with the different leads in the team. All in all, he felt
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this constant communication was a part of the process of creating consen-
sus in direction and in establishing the foundation for producing fun
games.

Although the focus on this part of the study was on the CEO, there
were two group observations (the “followship” portion of the dyad) that
appeared pertinent to the description of leadership. First, there were
semi-social situations such as lunches in which the observer partici-
pated. It seemed as if even when conversations about the company or
leadership were not initiated, discussions would invariably drift in that
direction. Many times these discussions were about the CEO because,
“he was the leader.” Second, his wishes were noted in meetings–even
when he was not present. It might turn out that a decision might be made
not to comply, but they were considered–even in his absence.

Two things might be noted in Table 2 with regard to these observa-
tions. First, there is a rather close association between what the CEO
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TABLE 2. Leadership in the Firm

Characteristic Interview Observation

Doing the right
thing (Hayes, 2002,
109).

Establish the foundation to
produce fun video games.

Development of approach
for systematically producing
new games.  Setting up
organization to carry out
tasks.  Incorporating within
producer’s umbrella.

Enabling people
to contribute, solve
problems, and learn
from experience
(Carnall, 2003,
148-149).

With a consensus accomplished
in the team, it is important to
implant confidence among
members to make decisions and
have the confidence to do so.

Each participant encouraged
to evaluate bi-weekly builds
and comment on them for
next phase.

Strong resolve
(Collins, 2001, 22-41).

Leadership is about the ability to
lead a group of individuals toward
a goal as effectively as possible,
i.e., something measurable in
accomplishments per man-hour.

Printout around offices
saying, “What can I do today
to improve the experience of
the gamer?”

Getting right people
on bus (Collins, 2001,
22-41).

Almost all individuals at firm are
gamers, which establishes a
common knowledge base and
makes discussions easier.

When leaving the office at 7
P.M., there are many people
working.

Growth beyond
generating new
ideas (Jelinek, 1979,
xv).

Having hands-on experience in
the past will increase trust in
suggestions or decisions . . . (but)
it is also a matter of creating
consensus in the objectives and
how team could accomplish that.

Manage the system, not
people.  Lunchtime
conversations about CEO,
“since he is the leader.”
CEO’s intentions and wishes
are represented in meetings
when he is not present.
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said he thought was important and what he was observed doing. That
should not be too surprising. In effect, he seemed to be describing what
he thought important in his activities-Spender (1987, 76), for instance,
suggests that because of the communication experiences of executives,
these interviews should be reasonable (and therefore trusted) sources of
information. On the other hand, it was sometimes difficult to categorize
observations by content with regard to specific expectations from the
literature. For instance, was the encouragement of participants to evalu-
ate the bi-weekly builds an example of “enabling people,” or “getting
the right people on the bus?” It is difficult to say, and this difficulty goes
back to people who study leadership–they basically are writing about
the same things and expressing it somewhat differently.

Nevertheless, it would seem that the CEO, as judged by both obser-
vation and self-reflection, was generally complying with literature re-
flections on “doing the right things” in the position. If we were to make
a judgment on the progress that he had brought into making the firm
successful, we would cite:

1. the security that was brought by putting the organization on sound
financial footing,

2. the set up developed for developing games in a creative, but disci-
plined atmosphere. We would also add that he appeared to be
managing the system, not the people, as would be recommended
by the literature (cf. Collins, 2001). Further, the practice of hiring
gamers (the right people) into the system was strategic and a big
step in any success.

3. and, of course, the personal growth that had been shown in mak-
ing the transition from a direct participant in the creative process
to a “conductor” working though people (cf. Carnal, 2003).

DISCUSSION

There are two premises that might be discussed with regard to this
paper and this journal:

1. Video games are services; and
2. “Product” development is a marketing function.

Technically speaking, video games cannot be considered “pure” ser-
vices because they may have a physical component. This component is
less conspicuous for the ones distributed online, but the ones made for
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devoted hardware (Gameboys, X-Boxes, etc.) do come as discs. We
thus fall back on Shostack’s observation (1977) that offerings tend to be
some combination of product and services. Although there may still be
producers who are marketing their offerings as products, it would
appear from the customers’ perspective that these games have a heavy
service component.3 Specifically, they are purchased for their enter-
tainment features. As noted previously, this sector is one of the ten
broad service categories developed by Fisk and Tansuhaj (1985). Natu-
rally, our opinion as marketers is that they should be treated as services.
That leaves the question of whether product development is a marketing
function. Again, we refer to the classic literature on marketing that tra-
ditionally has held that product development is marketing oriented (cf.
Kotler, 1967, 314-350; McCarthy, 1971, 357-370). Although product
development, especially the type of technology push that is used in
game development, tends to be an integrated function in a firm, it has
clearly been associated with marketing for a long time. We, of course,
support that association. If offerings are to be commercially successful,
they must meet potential customers’ wants and needs–a guiding mark-
eting thought.

Given that this paper is suitable for this journal, then the question be-
comes, “What is its contribution?” The company that was observed was
not a small one. At the time of observation it employed 29 persons in
four departments (programming, art, audio and design) and was grow-
ing. There thus was a need for organized creativity, which could be
institutionalized. The PDMA (2004) definitions suggest that creativity
goes a step beyond innovation. This differentiation applies here. New
games require a certain “surprise” or “astonishment” to develop fun and
immersion for the gamers. Consequently, we believe that empirical
information has been presented that relates to both

1. the institutionalizing of the necessary creative process associated
with game development, and

2. some observations of the required transition in leadership that
goes with this process.

We think that these two areas deserve attention because they are associ-
ated with the initial stage of successful organizational development
(Greiner, 1972).

In his first text on marketing management Professor Kotler (1967,
246-259) devoted a chapter to the marketing of creativity. In that
chapter, he discussed two types of creativity–aesthetic creativity and
problem-solving creativity (249). “The first is exemplified by writers
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and artists. Their creative products are extensions of their own personal-
ities and embodiments of their personal responses to the nature of the
world. The second is exemplified by scientists and businessmen. Their
creative products are solutions to problems.” This background has ap-
parent application in game development, which actually spans these
two types of creativity,4 and it was the spanning of both types of cre-
ativity that was of interest in this study. In this regard, Kotler (1967,
249-250) cited an observation of Braybrooke and Lindblom that he felt
described the creative process. In that text (Braybrooke & Lindblom,
1963, 37 ff, an attempt was made to develop a strategy for handling
complex problems. In this development, it was noted, “The problem
(i.e., the complex problem) is a cluster of interlocked problems with in-
terdependent solutions” (54). . . . we cannot identify any agreed upon
“objective” (56) . . . (thus) analysis requires the examination of possible
objectives in the light of which . . . efforts can be justified (57).” Note
the difference here. The process sets effort and then examines objec-
tives instead of the usual, normative approach that sets objectives and
then examines effort.

Our company had developed a heuristic that allowed it to systemati-
cally approach its opportunities while maintaining an element of control
within the general context of a project orientation. Their approach was
different, however, than generally prescribed by “project management.”
Tasks could not be predetermined because of the uncertainty associated
with the need for a creative input, and even the objective could only be
defined qualitatively. Thus, stages could not be defined and therefore a
“best-practice,” stage-gate approach (even with fuzzy gates, cf. Cooper,
1994) was not applicable. As a practical matter then, time was used as a
determinant for judging progress, which at least ensured that the job was
done.

This observation is not trivial in an academic sense. It helps to better
understand a complex set of projects. The approach was interpreted in
terms of the decision process suggested by Lindblom (1979, 1959) as
an acceptable approach when ends and means were intertwined, and in
fact, we have called such projects “Lindblomian projects” (Zackariasson
et al., 2004). It would also be suggested that Simon’s (1996) reflections
on evolutionary design would support this general approach insofar as

1. general goals serve as motivators (162-163), and
2. complex systems (in this case a creative development project)

frequently are redundant, i.e., can be decomposed into simpler
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systems (208-209)–in this case the company had found a means
for doing that.

Further, by describing the creative process, one comes closer to
understanding creativity itself (215).

Neither are the observations trivial in a practical sense. The efforts
of the company could be compared with trying to “shoot skeet with a
rifle.” It certainly is possible, but it is difficult to do consistently. Addi-
tionally, the skeet did not move predictably. Both technology and tastes
were likely to change over the two-year development period, so a
method had to be sensitive to both types of changes. The feedback from
the bi-weekly builds seemed to do that. Commercial importance is asso-
ciated with both the growth of the industry and the spread of the tech-
nology into other areas. In reflecting on the dynamic elements of
business, Drucker (1954, 4) suggested that resources, instead of being a
restriction, rather represent an opportunity and a tool to be used in con-
trol over nature. Perhaps there is no better example of use and leverage
of resources than in the development of video games. This industry,
which was virtually nonexistent before 1980, has grown to be box office
size (Marriott, 2004). There, thus, has been opportunity in abundance
for innovators to benefit from the use of resources in this industry. At
the same time, the technology appears to be making its way into movies
themselves (Economist, 2004) and slot machines (Woodyard, 2004).
Some similar approach to project management would seem to be appli-
cable in these instances.

By no means was leadership secondary in these operations. The CEO
had, in fact, founded the firm and saw it through its early years. To this
date he continues to play an important role not only in adhering to strat-
egy, but participating in operations as well. In assessing “great” compa-
nies, Collins and his group (2001) asserted organizations that fell into
his category followed a well-defined pattern. That is, they started with
leadership, focused on “who” rather than “what,” assessed their situa-
tions and followed through in a disciplined manner, and employed tech-
nology as an accelerator. It would be premature to suggest the company
that was studied was a great one. It would also be an oversight, however,
not to note some of the practices followed were obviously good ones.
That is, the organization did start and was built around leadership,
placed a premium upon selecting “right” employees, and was disciplined
in its approach. It might seem somewhat of an oxymoron to envision
“gamers” hired as employees as being self-disciplined. Actually, some
observations suggested they were rather free-spirited (Zackariasson,
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2003, 36). If not disciplined then, they certainly seemed dedicated–ded-
icated to producing first line games. Whatever the case, the organization
appeared quite successful in managing the system; the people indeed
did seem to take care of themselves. Discipline thus was introduced and
maintained by adhering to the system.

Further, as an IT firm, technology was intrinsic in its output. The
leadership that was observed, in fact, was a sense-making approach that
has been described as “cyborg leadership” (Zackariasson, 2003). In
part, this description calls attention to the situational nature of leader-
ship (cf. Carnall, 2003, 146-158). Cyborg leadership as we see it takes
place in networks of human and nonhuman actors, and it is cyborg(ian)
just because the boundaries between what is human and what is not be-
comes blurred. That is, a process existed in which people in the group
and their equipment translated events in such a way as to accomplish
common goals. Put another way, cyborg leadership is a metaphor that
calls attention to the inseparability of the human and nonhuman in pro-
cesses. The concept is mainly based on the theories of Latour (cf. 1999,
1992, 1987) and Akrich (1992), which have gained acceptance in Eu-
rope, and which we would suggest has a contribution in interpreting
these observations.

To reflect on another point, one of the ideas implicit in the observa-
tions presented here is the necessary characteristic of “adaptability”
that our development firm in this industry appeared to embrace. It has
been suggested that flexibility, or the ability to adapt to change, is a
desirable characteristic in a business sense (Anell & Wilson, 2000).
Clearly, these concepts have antecedents as far as the behavioral theo-
ries of the firm are concerned. Adaptability was contained in the publi-
cations of March and Simon (1958) who suggested that organizations,
as do individuals, adapt to uncertainties in timing and task. Cyert and
March (1958) pictured situations in which firms adapted to their inter-
nal and external environments. In a more normative sense, Ansoff
(1965, 55 ff) indicated that a hierarchy of flexibility be retained in for-
mulating strategy and that a flexibility objective be developed with re-
gard to both internal and external environment. Lest it be thought that
these ideas were solely a product of a “Carnegie school,” Lindblom
(1959) expounded on a process of “scientific muddling” in policy
making appropriate for situations in which outcomes could not be de-
termined prior to action, but could only be developed as activity oc-
curred. Further, Drucker (1967), who by his own self-description
developed some of his ideas through 20 years of consulting, asserted
“since the one and only thing certain in human affairs is change, it (or-
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ganizations) will not be capable of survival in a changed tomorrow.”
Thus, the ability of this firm (or any firm) to adapt has a strong basis in
management theory.

We have not talked much about strategy, which of course would be
important in understanding the company’s success. With regard to un-
derstanding strategies, Lindblom (1979, 519) suggested that organiza-
tions might aspire to some seat-of-the pants plus studied strategies.
We think this approach is applicable here. This pattern of activity
seemed, in fact, consistent with the field observations and which
Mintzberg (1999, 1982, 1978) described as “a pattern in a stream of
decisions.” Put another way, it is in the midst of this muddling that a
pattern of strategy is formed. A process of muddling, with its constant
evaluation and adoption, does not suggest a process without any form
of consistency or strategy. There may be a formal goal that the organi-
zation is striving for, and an intended strategy to reach that goal. Strat-
egy then takes its starting point from these intentions, thus forming
deliberate strategies. Although a pattern is formed within daily tasks
and actions, this pattern not only consists of following the deliberate
strategy but also an emergent strategy as well. This emergent strategy
is a result of a constant interplay with three forces: (1) the environ-
ment, (2) the organization system, bureaucracy, and (3) leadership.
This interaction results in a realized strategy, thus paraphrasing
Mintzberg (1999) “strategy is consistency in behaviors, whether or
not intended.”

Finally, there is the matter of generality of this research. The empiri-
cal material for this article was gathered using qualitative research and
consisted of a single case study. Used correctly, this method has the
potential to generate understanding of social phenomena by first-hand
encounters of a researcher (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, 3), so we think
some understanding has been gained here. Of course results cannot be
generalized, but they can serve as a basis for comparison in further
work. Future work, naturally, would consist of cross-sectional studies
of creativity management and leadership in similar firms. Additionally,
we feel that a continued longitudinal study of the firm could be mean-
ingful. It would be interesting to see if it follows Greiner’s (1972) model
of growth through direction, delegation, coordination and collabora-
tion, while facing crises of autonomy, control, and red tape–and contin-
ues to be creative.
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CONCLUSION

An ethnographic study has been made of a Swedish video game
development firm. Contrary to misconceptions that may exist for devel-
opment within this industry, the organization, although adaptive,
appeared to be quite business-like in its approach to its operations. In
fact, observations could be associated with classic marketing/manage-
ment precepts. Institutionalized creativity and leadership development
were identified as important variables associated with its growth and
success. It is felt that both academic and practical implications result
from these observations. Both the growth of this industry and adoption
of its technology into other areas suggest the study could be quite mean-
ingful. Future work of both a cross-sectional and longitudinal nature
would prove both interesting and useful in supporting observations.

NOTES

1. The concept of “video games” includes arcade games, PC games, and console
games.

2. Turner (1999), in fact, suggests that in a typical project definition situation, there
is some point in which both the objectives that will be achieved and the resources re-
quired in a project are vague and regarded with suspicion–a first stage in project defini-
tion is thus to quantify these parameters.

3. Here we are talking about the core benefit of the video game. There are also aug-
mented services (instructions, warranty, after-sales service, etc.) offered with most
games, which are certainly important, but not included in this discussion.

4. We employ the usual prerogative of substituting “opportunities” for “problems.”
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