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Introduction

The video game industry is a booming, prosperous multinational business dominated by a few big console manufacturers (Microsoft, Sony, Nintendo) and a handful of large video game publishers (Electronic Arts, Activision, Konami, Ubisoft, THQ) that exert significant control over downstream companies, particularly game design studios. Some of the industry giants have their own game design studios and/or buy games developed by smaller studios (Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter, 2009). Private research consultants are all forecasting strong growth for the industry in the West (Androvich, 2008), despite latent threats of outsourcing to countries with lower labour costs (Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter, 2009; Dyer-Witheford, 2005). It is even thought that the video game industry will soon dwarf all other entertainment sectors in terms of revenue (Fahey, 2005). 

The situation is the same in Canada,
 where game studio revenue is exceeded only by that of the film and television industry and book publishing (Dyer-Witheford, 2005). Canada ranks sixth internationally in the video game industry, and its two main production hubs are Montreal and Vancouver. In Quebec, 25 of 39 studios are in Montreal and account for 81% of the jobs, which makes the city the main game development centre, with a total of 8,000 jobs forecast for 2011 (Dumais, 2009, p. 10). The Government of Canada is very generous in its support for the industry, and the Government of Quebec even more so, primarily through tax breaks for Montreal’s Cité du multimédia, where up to a quarter of game production costs are said to be funded by government. Elsewhere in Canada, studios can also take advantage of federal tax exemptions for research and development (Alliance Numerique, 2003, 2008). 
For many years, the problem of the long working hours that are typical of the industry has been played down in favour of an idealized image of a work-as-play ethos (Deuze, Bowen & Allen, 2007; Dyer-Witheford, 2002, 2005) or ‘playbour’ (Kuchlich, 2005). Overwork is far from a rare phenomenon, however (De Peuter & Dyer-Witheford, 2005; Dyer-Witheford & Sharman, 2005, p. 203-4; Dyer-Witheford & De Peuter, 2006, p. 607-12). Overtime hours, meaning those that exceed the number specified in the employment contract, are referred to as ‘crunch time’. In theory, designers are asked to work on evenings and weekends only during the days or weeks leading up to the shipping date for the game or a production milestone (IGDA, 2004, p. 13). In practice, however, overtime is more often the rule than the exception, according to the results of an on-line survey of 994 members of the International Game Developers Association (IGDA, 2004), amounting to 10% of its members in 2005 (IGDA, 2005). 

Unpaid overtime is not universal, but widespread in this industry. In the United States and elsewhere, video game designers are exempted from the legislative provisions governing payment for overtime hours: 

Non-compensation of overtime hours. Nearly all game developers in the US are under "exempt" status, meaning that their overtime is uncompensated. Developers elsewhere must often work under similar conditions (IGDA, 2004, p. 49). 

In Quebec, this devastating trend is a significant drag on the industry: 70% of studios encounter recruitment problems (Dumais, 2009, p. 4) and retaining creative staff is a real issue (IGDA, 2004, p. 21; Chung, 2005).

In this paper we report on the working hours in the Quebec industry as reflected in the comments of 53 designers working in major on-line and console video game studios in Montreal, and on compensation for those hours. We then describe the legal framework that applies in Quebec, and how Quebec studios manage overtime within this framework. Afterwards, we compare the local industry with the industry as a whole in the West and report on our respondents’ dissatisfaction with the local situation, which is comparable to that of the industry as a whole. The resulting portrait immediately raises the question: When overtime is not paid, in violation of the applicable statutory framework, how do companies get these in some respects unhappy developers to work so many hours of unpaid overtime? We put forward an explanation that is based on the existence of an informal, albeit highly effective system of rewards and punishments that relies primarily on the importance attached to reputation in an industry resolutely focused on creation and innovation. 

Professional Group Studied

The qualifications of the people who work in this sector vary widely. The core of the industry consists of highly skilled game designers who have postsecondary training in computer science or the arts. They are on the young side (age 18–35; only 18% are over 35), childless (77%), have partners (66% as opposed to 57% in the general population) and are generally well paid ($60,000 on average in 2006); the vast majority (90%) are men. They are just beginning their careers (74.4% have been in the industry for 8 years or less) and therefore have little experience (56% say that their peers have been in the industry for 2 to 5 years). Even among the development team ‘leads’, fewer than 10% have more than 10 years’ experience (De Peuter & Dyer-Witheford, 2005; IGDA, 2004, p. 15). 

Both upstream and downstream, a host of contractual workers are employed in quality control and electronic materials manufacturing. Among them are testers, who have a precarious status and are paid minimum wage (Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter, 2009). Game development industry jobs break down as follows:
–
32% in programming 

–
24% in quality control (testers, quality assurance technicians, software, support services, etc.)

–
23% in artistic production (3D artists, illustrators, 3D animators, interface designers, etc.)

–
10% in game design (scriptwriters, game designers, level designers)

–
10% in production management (production managers, producers, project managers, creative directors, artistic directors, technical directors) (Dumais, 2009, p. 4)

In this paper we will be dealing solely with game designers, a skilled industry segment that accounts for 76% of the workforce. Game design work is often described as the embodiment of the post-Fordist mode of production: a place of autonomy, innovation and self-realization virtually free of the contradictions inherent in capitalism (De Peuter & Dyer-Witheford, 2005) — and where it is totally ‘cool’ to work:
For millions of young men (and many aging ones, and some women) from Shanghai to Montreal, a job making virtual games seems employment nirvana - a promise of being paid to play. And it is true that for designers, programmers, and producers the industry offers creative, well paid work involving the most positive possibilities of "immaterial labour": Scientific know-how, hi-tech proficiency, cultural creativity, and workplace cooperation (Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter, 2009).
Game design jobs are full-time (96%) and permanent (93%), while part-time or contract positions are more common in testing and software (Dumais, 2009, p. 7). Game designers recognize the creative, gratifying dimension of their work, which stems from the undeniable level of complexity and stimulation (IGDA, 2004, p. 12). Flexible working hours, casual dress code, free meals, physical fitness facilities, funky interior design, a relaxed atmosphere that accommodates people with attitude or an offbeat sense of humour (De Peuter & Dyer-Witheford, 2005) are indeed part of the package, but don’t tell the whole story. The industry also has a dark side.

Our Study

To draw up a profile of the situation in Quebec, in the summer of 2008 we surveyed 53 designers working in major Montreal on-line or console game studios (few work in the wireless or pocket video game segments) — Ubisoft (28), A2M (Artificial Mind & Movement) (15), Electronic Arts (EA) (3), Gameloft (3) — and a few who are independent or work in microstudios employing just a handful of designers (4). In view of our small sample size, our study deals solely with the salaried designers of major studios. Each of the big studios has between 300 and 2,000 employees.

We recruited our respondents by word of mouth, to begin with, and then by using the snowball method (asking respondents to refer other potential respondents to us), as well as by posting notices on the International Game Developers Association (IGDA) website and by soliciting respondents during IGDA social activities.

Our sample consists of equal numbers of men and women, despite the low proportion of female workers in the industry. We make no claims about statistical representativity, as our aim in establishing the sample was to help us understand the low numbers of women in the sector. 

The designers are well educated: 98% of them have completed some form of post-secondary education, whether a diploma from a junior college or specialized private institute, a university certificate, or a bachelor’s degree or master’s degree. The breakdown of respondents by level of education (highest level attained) is shown in Table 1. 

Table 1

Breakdown of respondents by level of education
	Level of education
	Number of respondents
	%

	Secondary
	1
	1.9%

	Junior college, specialized private institutes of equivalent level or university certificate
	27
	51%

	Bachelor’s degree
	21
	39.6%

	Master’s degree 
	4
	7.5%

	Total
	53
	100%


Their income level is also high when compared with the Quebec population in general: 62% of the respondents have an annual salary of over $50,000, even though over half of them (53%) have a level of education below a university bachelor’s degree. 

They are a distinctly young group, with an average age of 31.5 and 73% of them aged between 24 and 35. (Among IGDA members, the proportion of designers in the same age bracket is estimated to be 81.6% (IGDA, 2004, p. 15). They are generally much better paid than the average worker in their age group with their level of education, as Table 2 shows.

Table 2

Average employment income of respondents with mean age of 31.5 and of Canadian population age 25 to 34, by highest level of education attained
	
	Junior college diploma
	University degree

	Average employment income – respondents 
	$54,583
	$64,483

	Average employment income – overall Canadian population age 25-34*
	$29,627
	$42,882


* Source: Statistics Canada, 2006 Census, Statistics Canada Catalogue No. 97-563-XCB2006054.
Our respondents are producers (project managers) or associate producers, game or level designers, programmers, sound designers, 2D or 3D artists, modellers or animators; some were ‘leads’ (team leaders) or support employees for designers in each of these areas. We excluded senior managers and managerial staff who are not subject to the provisions regarding payment of overtime hours [Quebec Act respecting labour standards, sec. 54(3)].

With the exception of contract employees, designers are not in principle excluded from the right to collective labour relations and have a right to unionize. However, they are neither unionized nor organized in any way in an advocacy group at any of the industry’s studios, although they can join an association, such as the IGDA, which in the last few years has begun to play an advocacy role. 

working hours in the video game industry

For 60% of designers, a typical work week amounts to over 46 hours, with 40% working between 46 and 55 hours, and the other 20% putting in over 55 hours. Most studios regularly go through crunch time in the lead up to milestones (according to 57% of respondents) or shipping (20% of respondents), but at highly variable levels. These periods can last two weeks or more than two months (IGDA, 2004, p. 18). 

During crunch time, 30.4% of respondents put in 55 to 65 hours a week, 35.2% 65 to 80 hours and 13% over 80 hours. Only 2.5% of them said they never do overtime. Half of respondents (51.7%) felt that management sees crunch time as being a normal part of the industry. For approximately the same proportion of respondents (46.8%), overtime is unpaid (IGDA, 2004, p. 19), but in the video game industry, this kind of statement is too vague to be taken at face value, as there is some confusion between partial compensation and pay, as we will see later.

The designers who answered the IGDA survey enjoy working in the industry (62% giving a rating of over 7 out of 10), but 35% are planning to leave the industry in the next five years and the majority (51.2%) plan to leave within the next 10 years. The long working hours are a factor in this anticipated exodus, with 23.7% of respondents saying they would like to see something done about this aspect of their jobs. As we have seen, most designers are young and have no children; a majority of them (61.5%) say they cannot see themselves continuing to work at the same rate, as the long hours may have a negative impact on their lives outside of work, especially with family and friends (IGDA, 2004, p. 16-18).

The IGDA survey draws attention to the fact that long working hours can have adverse consequences for both the designers and the industry, with accumulated fatigue reducing employee performance at work (IGDA, 2004, p. 10-11, 33-34; Dyer-Witheford, 2005). The industry’s idealized image was shattered in 2004 when the human toll was revealed in a post to LiveJournal by a woman who felt like a widow because her husband, a designer at Electronic Arts in Los Angeles, spent so much time at work; at the time, 90-hour weeks were the norm (Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter, 2009; Hoffman, 2004). This first post did not make any threat, did not suggest taking any action; it simply expressed the woman’s weariness and indignation. What it did do was trigger an avalanche of posts echoing what she had said, which led to the filing of three class action suits at Electronic Arts and two other studios, Vivendi Universal Games and Sony Computer Entertainment. The suits were certainly successful in terms of compensation for the designers (Handman, 2005). And studio managers also changed their practices — though not in any fundamental way, as we shall see in the case of the industry in Montreal. 
interprEtative framework: importance of the portfolio and rEputation in getting highly skilled, highly mobile workers on board
In studying the video game industry, we have intentionally disregarded individual factors associated with long working hours (factors relating to personality type, need for money, age, ambition), not because they are irrelevant, but simply because the practice is so widespread in the industry. Individuals obviously agree to go along with it, but we are interested in the organizational and economic factors that push so many game designers to accept the practice. 

A number of factors can be cited to explain the trend toward increasing unpaid overtime among workers who are in fact legally entitled to be compensated for it; this phenomenon is often associated with the intensification of work (Green, 2001). In the general economy, high unemployment rates stoke competition among those offering their services, and those who remain employed experience this competition in the form of pressure to perform; employees who can continue to work beyond the regular paid hours, either at home or at the office, do so in order to earn a good performance appraisal, or even out of a fear they might otherwise be laid off. But high unemployment is not a feature of the video game industry, which in fact suffers from a shortage of skilled labour. 

Nevertheless, the industry does share other factors with the general economy that are noted in these studies: flattened hierarchical structures offering fewer possibilities for promotion to a larger pool of candidates; and increasing internal competition. On the product market, organizations face growing competition in several sectors and react by cutting production costs; this intensification is promoted and presented as a condition for survival of the domestic industry. Management often does not need to mention it or to ask for overtime in order to get it (Aronsson, 1999; Burke, 2009; Campbell, 2002b). Similarly, in the video game industry, nothing guarantees a developer that its product will be a big hit with consumers; flops are more common than winners:

Game budgets skyrocket, but fewer than 5% of development projects actually break even once they reach the marketplace. [...] If the game fails to sell at a healthy pace during the 4-6 weeks following its release, retailers will quickly pull it from the shelves and replace it with something new. (IGDA, 2004, p. 22).

It is a well-known fact that a very small proportion of games published become successful in the marketplace. In 1999, fewer than 3% of PC games available on the market, and about 12% of console titles, sold more than 100,000 copies – a figure that is itself often far below the breakeven point (IGDA, 2004, p. 42).

In skilled positions, there is no clear finish line to indicate that the product or service has been completed, as it can always be improved. Among white-collar workers paid by the hour, who are often competing in a hyperactive job market, persistent confusion clouds the boundary separating them from employees on fixed-rate contracts, based on the delivery of results. Indeed, while they are evaluated on the basis of results, they are paid by the hour ... for the fixed, artificial duration of a regular work week: 

The study raises the question of whether the amount of unpaid overtime worked, also indicated deeper changes in the nature of work. An increasing group of white-collar workers are working as if they were on result-based contracts, while in fact there are both employed and remunerated on the basis of time worked. (Aronsson, 1999, p. 1)
Fixed-rate contracts, in which pay is based on results, without regard for the number of hours worked, are on the rise (Campbell, 2002b, p. 133). Yet even when employees are not on fixed-rate contracts, both managers and the employees themselves behave as if they were. 

We have learned from earlier studies on IT workers in B2B technology services that in the context of project-based work organization,
 the loyalty to the employer that was highly valued in the Fordist period of rapid industrial growth has been replaced by labour mobility that is valued equally by workers and their employers (Alvesson, 2000; Barley & Kunda, 2004; Baruch, 2001, 1998; Cappelli, 1999; DeFillippi, 2003; Chasserio & Legault, 2009). This has been made clear by the study of nomadic or portfolio careers in the knowledge economy (Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; DeFillippi & Arthur, 2006; Parasuraman, Greenhaus & Linnehan, 2000). In these contexts, commitment is defined as a willingness to do whatever it takes in the short term; it is an employee’s personal investment in the success of the project (Anderson-Gough, Grey & Robson, 2000; Courpasson, 2000, p. 187-232; Singh & Vinnicombe, 2000). Many of the manifestations of commitment to work remain the same in short-term commitment: give all one’s time and energy to one’s work, always be available and flexible, on one’s own initiative and without waiting to be told, go beyond one’s basic job description. Time spent at work is one of the first signs of commitment and is often the most important thing in a performance appraisal (Chasserio & Legault, 2009).

The degree of independence that knowledge workers enjoy when working on a project is granted to them in exchange for their commitment to meet objectives, for which they assume responsibility and on which their performance appraisal depends (Gadrey, 2000, p. 203; Legault & Chasserio, 2010). In return, they work unlimited hours because the overriding objective is to satisfy the customer, and the employee’s appraisal and reputation depend on the customer’s satisfaction. The importance attached to reputation and a competitive portfolio ensures employees’ dedication to their responsibilities and proves to be a far more effective instrument of control than any form of authority. Even if they are paid by the hour, professionals who care about their portfolio must commit themselves to results and give top priority to the quality of the product. Given this context, overtime can be seen as a personal choice based on a professional attitude (Legault & Chasserio, 2012; Perlow, 1999, Teuchman, Totterdell & Parker, 1999). True professionals, it is argued, will invest their leisure time in the hopes of payback in the long term, in the form of more rapid advancement (Campbell, 2002b, p. 131; Song, 2009). 
We shall see that the video game industry, which is closely related to the movie industry and to which it is often compared, is an environment conducive to the development of nomadic careers, where labour mobility is high and the portfolio is a key factor. Game designers negotiate their working conditions individually, and their individual negotiating power is based on their reputation. Even though workers in the industry are often salaried employees paid by the hour, rather than on fixed-rate contracts, their careers are based on their reputations, results and individual merits. This kind of system creates confusion between the fixed-length lump-sum contract and the open-ended hourly-wage contract.

overtime hours of our respondents

Frequent

Our survey respondents normally put in long hours, from 35 to 50 hours per regular work week. A third of them (18) normally work over 40 hours a week: 8 normally do from 40 to 50 hours a week and the other 10 over 50 hours.

During crunch time, an average of 14 hours needs to be added to the weekly working hours stated by the respondents and the work week can range between 45 and 90 hours. Half of the designers increase their hours per week by fewer than 10 during crunch time. Crunch time can last from a few weeks to a few months, and 45 (85%) of our respondents said that during this time the length of their work week varies and is hard to be precise about. In our view, the only way to accurately gauge the phenomenon of overtime in the industry would be through time-budget studies in which hours worked are actually recorded rather than estimated a posteriori. 

Some respondents do not do overtime (15%) or do little overtime (11%), and we will see further on why and how they manage it. For over half of respondents (52%), overtime occurs in the lead up to milestones or shipping, and for 22% of the designers surveyed, it is standard practice, rather than the exception. 

Unlimited and Unpaid
Unlimited, unpaid overtime is by far the biggest problem mentioned by the video game designers we surveyed. ‘Unlimited’ refers to the fact that there are no guidelines limiting the number of overtime hours a designer can be expected to put in; it is the designer’s responsibility to work as much as necessary. ‘Unpaid’ means that the employee receives no payment, whether at the regular rate or at a premium rate, for the overtime hours worked; it does not mean there will be no form of compensation:

Unpaid overtime is a heterogeneous category, which can take varied forms. The fact that these varied forms are all categorised as ‘unpaid’ does not mean that there is no compensation. As I argue at length elsewhere (Campbell, forthcoming 2003), unpaid overtime can be associated with different types of compensation, ranging from retention of the goodwill of the employer (and therefore retention of the job) to more elaborate benefits such as a higher base salary and access to accelerated promotion and performance bonuses (Campbell, 2002b, p. 146). 

There may be some sort of compensation, but it is not guaranteed, and there is no assurance that it will be proportional to the number of hours worked: 

–
At the end of the year, an amount is allocated to the project designers on the basis of the money made on the game, which is then divided up between the designers, based on their contribution, as estimated by the leads and the producers, and paid out in the form of bonuses. How are contributions estimated? The criteria are wholly at the discretion of the superiors, and the time spent on a project is only one criterion; ideas and their significance in the completion of the final product, to take just one example, may be given more weight.
–
Leads promise time off as compensation, and grant it, at the end of the project, based on known and constant criteria (in a given assessment round, but still discretionary and free from any constraint about time off being proportional to the number of overtime hours actually worked. Managers are free to decide the amount of time off and when designers will be permitted to take it; it is not the designers’ choice to make. 

From a human resources management point of view, a reward distribution system linked to performance is one of the keys to understanding the industry (Gaume, 2006). Performance pay is a widespread practice in mass production and in management positions, generally based on precise measurements of performance and the awarding of corresponding remuneration. In the video game industry, the commercial success of a game is easier to measure than performance at work. Yet designers can put hours and hours of work into a high-quality game that turns out to be a commercial flop. Their performance may have nothing to do with the failure, but they still won’t be paid for the overtime hours they put in:

For a game company, compensation heavily biased towards bonuses and royalty sharing can be tempting. For one thing, it helps keep base salaries low, thus allowing the company to complete projects on smaller budgets and therefore increasing the odds of obtaining contracts from publishers. For another, in the event of a hit, everyone involved can expect a handsome payoff. However, given the fact that only a small fraction of games ever recoup their advances, much less generate significant royalties, this is usually a fool's bargain. (IGDA, 2004, p. 49)

We must acknowledge that some small studios limit, keep track of and pay for overtime. But they pay for overtime hours at the regular rate rather than at a premium rate. Designers get paid for every hour they work, but not at the legal rate. Furthermore, only 4.3% of IGDA survey respondents said they are paid for overtime (IGDA, 2004, p. 19), which makes it a marginal phenomenon in an industry where the standard practice is not to pay for overtime:

(How is overtime paid?) It isn’t. Not at any video game company. It’s systematically not paid and not banked. My company — and this is rare — lets us bank them and take time off later. But it’s strictly one hour off for one hour worked. That’s why I don’t do overtime. I don’t see why I should come in to work a half-day on Sunday if all I’m going to get is a half-day off [during the week]. It would be a half-day out of my family time and I can’t add it to my family time during the week. My daughter’s in daycare and my wife works at the same company I work at. (H-10-19-04-A-25-06-08-13-19) 

A quarter of our respondents explicitly refuse to do overtime, and here a distinction must be made between ‘star’ designers and the common or garden-variety designer. When designers explicitly refuse to work overtime, in general, their refusal has the effect of shutting them out of higher-profile projects (and studios). As a result, they are forced to lower their sights to work on projects where the producers will accept this refusal, or to take a project support position, in which duties are spread out more uniformly throughout the year. Parenthood and health problems are two grounds for refusing to do overtime that are generally accepted by employers.

Some designers explicitly refuse to do overtime, but still manage to get assigned to high-profile projects. These stars have rare, indispensable skills, are very much in demand and have acquired considerable individual bargaining power. Star status is granted only to a distinguished minority, however, and as we have seen, three quarters of our respondents put in overtime and are not paid for it, although they may receive partial compensation. 

What statutory provisions apply to these workers? Montreal’s video game design studios come under Quebec jurisdiction within the Canadian confederation. 

Quebec Legal Framework
Under Quebec labour law, an employee may be obliged to work overtime, and be paid for it at the regular rate plus at least 50%, if asked by the employer (Act respecting labour standards, RSQ, chapter N-1.1, sec. 52-55). In addition, June 24 is an official holiday that is normally not worked, and the rare permitted exceptions do not include video game production (National Holiday Act, RSQ, chapter F-1.1). 

In principle, an employee may not refuse to do overtime. However, the Act respecting labour standards (ALS) sets limits:
–
An employee may refuse to work more than 4 hours over his or her normal hours, or, if the regular work day is 10 hours or longer, more than 14 hours in the same day.
–
An employee who does not have a set daily work schedule may refuse to work more than 12 hours per 24-hour period.
–
An employee may also refuse to work after doing more than 50 hours in the same week (ALS, sec. 59.0.1).
–
An employee whose presence is required to fulfil obligations relating to the care, health or education of the employee’s child or the child of the employee’s spouse, or because of the state of health of the employee’s spouse, father, mother, brother, sister or one of the employee’s grandparents, even though he or she has taken the reasonable steps within his or her power to assume those obligations otherwise, such as by trying to find a babysitter, may refuse to work overtime [ALS, sec. 122(6)].

The ALS excludes certain employees from its benefits, including senior managers [ALS, sec. 3(6)] and other managers who are not subject to the provisions regarding payment of overtime [ALS, sec. 54(3)]. In this study we have excluded video game designers who have this status; most workers, including game designers, could be included in the definition of employees covered by the Act. 

There is a tendency to forget the legal foundation of a premium pay rate for overtime hours, but it is worth recalling that the lawmakers’ intention was not only to oblige employers to compensate employees for the inconvenience, but also to discourage employers from using this measure instead of creating new jobs. An additional general public health objective of the provisions is to protect workers from the increased risk of accident and illness stemming from fatigue (Amar, 2007; Burke, 2009; Campbell, 2002b, p. 111; Pereira, 2009, p. 6; Sunter & Morrissette, 1994). 

Employers Can’t Ask for or Require It, Much Less Keep Track of It
The legislative provisions clearly state that an employer who explicitly asks an employee to work overtime must pay for the overtime hours; conversely, if the employer does not want to pay for the overtime, he cannot ask, much less require, an employee to work it. 

As a result, the existence of overtime is more or less covered up by the industry; indeed, the cover-up starts with the use of the term ‘crunch time’ rather than ‘overtime’. It continues with the fact that designers are never actually forced to put in overtime. Project managers explain what needs to be done for the project, raise the possibility or suggest to employees that overtime might be a good idea, and the team designers decide to stay at work, on their own initiative, mentioning two possible forms of compensation, bonuses and time off in lieu.

Any accounting of overtime hours would be equivalent to admitting that overtime exists, which is a violation of the Act respecting labour standards (ALS) if it is not paid at a premium rate. So in the studios where our respondents work, no records are ever kept of overtime hours. 

This prompts the following question: If they don’t pay overtime, how do employers foster a great willingness among designers to do overtime?

One current explanation in the video game community is that designers are driven by their passion for gaming, as many of them are big gaming fans, association members, ex‑testers or ‘modders’. Here it is important to distinguish between passion and addiction to work, which would require more subtle measures than those cited in support of passion as the motivator for putting in unpaid overtime hours (Burke & Fiskenbaum, 2009). While designers may well have a passion for gaming, that alone cannot explain all the unpaid overtime hours in the industry and worked by our respondents, since many of them are harshly critical of the practice (IGDA, 2004, p. 16-18). On the other hand, the passion for gaming is undoubtedly a powerful mobilizing force that employers can use as part of a more complex system of punishments and rewards aimed at fostering a willingness to do unpaid overtime. 

how IS such willingness to WORK unpaid overtime fostered?

The great willingness of video game designers to do overtime seems paradoxical, so how is it fostered? Below we propose an explanation based on the existence of an informal, yet extremely effective system of incentives and punishments. This extraordinarily coherent system is particularly effective because of the enormous importance attached to reputation in the world of innovation and creation.

Compensated, But Not Paid
In video game design studios, overtime is not paid. In some cases, however, overtime hours are ‘compensated’ in the form of a bonus or time off in lieu (compensatory leave) when a project is over. But these two forms of compensation are doled out at the discretion of the producer and the leads, and are therefore in no way comparable with pay. 

While actually putting in the overtime hours, all a designer gets is a free meal:

(How is overtime paid, normal wage or extra?) By food, they give you a meal every night that you stay overnight during crunch time and I think the amount is 15 $ and you have to stay 3 hours minimum to get that meal. (F-03-14-U-26-05-08-01-07)

The only way they can be said to be indirectly paid is through the meals they eat during the overtime, which are paid for by the employer. (H-13-07-E-17-06-08-01-07)

Compensatory leave is in no way proportional to the hours worked, and the lack of correlation between the estimated contribution and the allocated reward inevitably generates dissatisfaction: 

Afterwards, the pay is at the discretion of the project producer. Sometimes agreements are struck on the basis of one for one, or sometimes four for one […] But it’s always intentionally left very vague … what they call ‘at the producer’s discretion’. But nothing’s written down. I know it’s a big taboo topic and has been for like … years. (F-09-02-U-31-07-08-01-07)
The system of bonuses awarded on a discretionary basis to the designers of games that turn a profit is the official concrete reward for the overtime hours worked. Since the bonuses are conditional on the game making money, however, there is no guarantee that they will ever be paid:

You can get a bonus when the game is sold, but you never know, in the meantime, whether you’ll still be at the same company, or whether the game will get bad reviews and no one will buy it, or whether there’ll be an economic recession or whatever. You may never actually get your bonus. (F-03-18-U-13-06-08-01-07)

The producer has no assurance that the game will be a hit with consumers; flops are much more common than commercial successes. Nevertheless, this conditional, even improbable recognition motivates employees to work extra hard on the design of the game, in the hopes that it will be a hit, no matter how unpredictable success may be. In other words, while part of an employee’s pay is guaranteed (for regular working hours), the other part depends on how the game goes over with consumers: 

So, often [the overtime] isn’t paid directly. It’s more … that people will get bonuses at the end of the project based on what they invested in it, including overtime. And based on the money the game makes, which is another reason why people stay at work longer, to make a better game that they think is bound to pay out more once the project is finished. (H-15-13-U-09-06-08-01-07)

Designers must therefore rely on a promise of deferred compensation conditional on the commercial success of the game, which leads them to put in more overtime hours in the hopes of increasing their bonus. As they obviously want to earn as much as possible for their overtime hours, it is in their best interests to seek out game projects that have a better chance of making more money. Since commercial success is hard to predict, being dependent on so many factors, compensation for working overtime is partly a matter of luck:

So it’s definitely not a reward for effort. It’s not a reward for doing good work in general [...] which is terribly insulting […] because I’ve spoken to a lot of my friends and they all say the same thing. That’s, we’re working on projects x, y, z, which look interesting or fun … But no, you have to look at the project’s potential. What bothers me is that professionally, technically and administratively, the whole idea of bonuses is a failure. It’s not a bonus for effort or perseverance, it’s a bonus for luck in choosing the right project and a bonus for turning a profit. (H-06-13-U-19-06-08-01-07)

On top of this element of luck comes the arbitrary aspect involved in the immediate superiors’ assessment of each designer’s contribution to the project as a whole. Without considering the number of overtime hours worked, the lead estimates the contribution each person has made to the final product: 

Obviously there has to be some sort of reward if you’re asking for an extra effort, but you also have to look at what the person has delivered: What has the person accomplished? How did it relate to the project? What was their contribution? Not just the number of hours they spent at the office. (F-18-02-U-22-07-08-01-07)

Producers’ discretionary leeway when it comes to handing out bonuses is broad enough to raise doubts about the equity of the process. This is where the first form of punishment can come into play, with the possibility that a designer may be deprived of compensation: 

There are no penalties [for refusing to do overtime] … Though, maybe … While there aren’t any direct penalties, there are performance bonuses which can be affected. And I’ve known people who’ve had their bonuses cut completely […] It’s all very hush-hush … It depends on whether you’re friends with the boss […] It’s a pretty unfair system. (F-22-02-A-17-07-08-13-19)

In contrast, designers who are flexible and willing to work overtime are rewarded when bonuses are paid out. 

Exclusion from Peer Network
There is a generation gap when it comes to willingness to do overtime. While experienced designers have acquired a critical take on how studios manage overtime, novice designers are just starting to build their portfolios and reputations (keep in mind that most designers in the industry are too young to have much experience) and so are willing to work long hours. Their willingness puts a great deal of pressure on other employees who would like to refuse to do overtime: 

The juniors who work alongside me are all there Saturday and they really put their heart and soul into it. They put in lots of hours because they want to produce a great game. [...] Sometimes I can see just how easy it is, especially with young people just out of school. All they want is to establish themselves, to learn and to be appreciated, so they don’t hesitate to do whatever hours are necessary. (F-03-18-U-13-06-08-01-07)

There is also peer pressure stemming from solidarity and team spirit, which is a major element in a designer’s reputation:

Periodically, yes, I would say that the social pressure is on much more than legal pressure. [...] It’s a hard thing to say, [...] I’ve never had a place that could physically chain me in the building, but the influence of the social and sort of [...] peer pressure, it’s like also you know that you have your career in their hands and if you… As a team player that’s gonna affect your progress within the company. (F-08-11-I-01-08-08-01-07)

We’re never forced to do overtime, it’s never an obligation. But still, there’s always pressure … How can I put it? Social pressure … from the other members of the team. So that’s an important point. In fact, it happens all the time in video games, that people work overtime … unpaid, and the managers of the video game companies pretty well take it for granted. (H-15-13-U-09-06-08-01-07)

Peer relations are a key link in the job-finding network that is essential to a designer’s internal and external mobility, no less important than the portfolio and the employer performance appraisal. Designers are extremely dependent on one another, because of the importance of information on available jobs and recommendations for hiring. 

Any designers who get shut out of the informal peer network often find that they aren’t recommended for future projects and are forced to go through the formal process to get another assignment (or another job) when a project ends. Decisions about reassignment may then be made by a company’s human resources department, for instance, and a designer’s preferences will then count for far less:

Or you can wait until human resources, the project reassignment advisor comes to see you, gives you an appointment and offers you a choice of projects, but though they give you the impression you can choose a project, in actual fact they’ve already decided where they want to put you. So it’s always far better if you can make your own arrangements on the QT, so that the person can say: ‘I want so-and-so on my project. I’ve already worked with her’. It’s a much easier way to get where you want to go. (F-03-18-U-13-06-08-01-07)

The advantage of being referred by peers is that a recommendation facilitates the project hiring process. But the only ones who get recommended are those who are known for being flexible and good team players, especially in the weeks leading up to milestones and shipping, when the number of hours that have to be put in goes up. 

Training and Updating of Knowledge
The vast majority of respondents said that it was absolutely necessary for them to keep updating their knowledge, which is a characteristic that the video game sector shares with all production activities in innovative industries. Continuous updating of knowledge is essential for employees who want to maintain their employability, develop a broad range of skills and ensure the originality of what they contribute as individuals and produce as part of a team. Competition between workers in the industry is fierce, and up-to-date knowledge is a key factor in determining where a person ranks in the hierarchy of designers. As video game design is a non-unionized sector, pay varies significantly, on the basis of unofficial criteria, which management is not bound to systematize or reveal. Informally, however, respondents often say that a designer’s portfolio is a major criterion in decisions about hiring and pay, as well as being a trump card in salary negotiations upon hiring. Knowledge also has an influence on hiring, and since mobility is so highly valued, designers have an interest in maintaining their employability and, therefore, the quality of their portfolio. Willingness to do overtime is the key to the higher-profile projects, and working on those projects provides designers with an informal opportunity to gain valuable knowledge and training.

Performance Appraisal
Yearly or twice-yearly performance appraisals play a fundamental role in the careers of video game industry workers, as they can lead to promotions, involvement in the best projects and pay increases. Project managers assess a designer’s performance in conjunction with human resources staff. Willingness to work overtime is one of the appraisal criteria; it is viewed as an indicator of employee commitment, both to the customer and to the success of the project. A committed employee is ‘someone who’ll deliver’:
I didn’t consider refusing, because you always want to show how competent you are, how good you are, that you’re someone they can rely on, someone who’ll deliver. ‘Someone who’ll deliver’ is a phrase you often hear. So I didn’t even think of refusing, because I still wanted to do the job I’d been assigned to do. (F-18-02-U-22-07-08-01-07)

When you go out sometime for 5 à 7, people will joke with me that I’m the girl that never does overtime. And I’m like: « ha ! ha! »… (So it’s not so funny for you to hear that?) No, because I know I get evaluated every six months and I know it will affect evaluation if people perceive me as being the girl that doesn’t go for the extra mile. (F-10-16-G-26-06-08-01-07)

While there is no obligation to do overtime, designers think long and hard before refusing, especially in the early years of their careers: 

Yes [you can refuse to work overtime], but it’s discouraged … it doesn’t make a good impression on the employer. (H-06-16-G-23-07-08-01-07)

I mean technically you could [refuse overtime work], but if the project’s got to get done it’s got to get done and if you don’t get it done in time… I don’t know if anybody ever tested that. (F-18-01-G-29-05-08-01-07)

A refusal to do overtime, say the respondents, can lead to dismissal
, whether directly or in some disguised form:

I don’t really know people who won’t work the overtime. Because if you’re on a team, let’s say if the programmer refuses to work overtime, the game doesn’t get finished for that day and doesn’t get sent to the people at headquarters who have to review it every couple of days and he gets blamed. No I don’t think you really can. You can but you’d probably be fired quickly. (F-10-16-G-26-06-08-01-07)

If you constantly refuse to do overtime, especially if you don’t have a good reason, they might give you a pain-in-the-ass job or projects for a year, things you really don’t want to do, in the hopes that you’ll just leave. [...] So sometimes they’ll just make life difficult for you if you don’t have a good reason why you can’t do OT (H-05-02-U-27-06-08-13-19)

Designers who ‘really excel’, not people who just do their job, earn good performance appraisals. The influence of the appraisal on other aspects of work makes it of major strategic importance in a world where reputation and the portfolio count above all else (De Peuter & Dyer-Witheford, 2005).
Annual Remuneration
Since designers have no collective bargaining unit, they negotiate their pay individually. This can mean huge disparities between workers in the same job. There are two major factors that can lend weight to an employee’s negotiating position when asking for a raise: a threat to quit and join a competitor and a good performance appraisal, which itself is often based on a willingness to put in overtime:

I don’t think you can [refuse to do overtime]. At least, it’s as if you can’t. They don’t say anything, but ultimately, when it’s appraisal time at the end of the project, they don’t forget that on that particular day you weren’t there. […] And it’s based on those times that they judge how you’ve worked, how you’ve done throughout the year, whether you’ve kept to your work schedule, whether you’ve exceeded your expectations, whether you’ve produced quality work, whether you’ve got along with people, things like that. That’s when you hope you’ll get a raise. So, generally speaking, you have to be nice, because even if you’ve worked hard, they’ll often dredge up some detail about what you did 10 months earlier. [laughs] (H-23-02-U-04-06-08-01-07)

Reputation

In the video game industry, horizontal mobility not only enables workers to negotiate significant pay raises, but also to apply for higher positions, provided they have a solid reputation. Similarly, getting a salary increase by threatening to jump ship is also dependent on having a good reputation:

You really have to be careful about your reputation in this job. We animators move around a lot from one company to another, so we all know each other. I know the animators in virtually all the companies in greater Montreal. That’s how we find jobs, it’s really through contacts, so you have to be careful. (F-03-18-U-13-06-08-01-07).

In the project management structure that characterizes the industry, the producer is responsible for recruiting the members of the team that will be needed for a project. Employees’ reputations are thus their main references. Of course, reputations are based on professional success, on scarce, valuable skills, on innovative ideas and on technical achievements. But that is only part of the story. Reputations are also based — if we go by what our respondents have to say — just as much on having a team mindset and being willing to do overtime, on account of the constraints specific to project management. The expertise required to bring a group project of this kind to completion on schedule and within budget is highly valued in the industry. While some of our respondents were critical of the process, they were all extremely aware of the impact that a refusal to do overtime would have on an employee’s reputation:

Legally, for instance, the employer does not have the right to force me to work overtime, let’s say. On the other hand, however, I know that the industry has to work that way to a certain extent because even if you always intend to be on schedule, there are always problems that crop up, so you’re always behind schedule. And personally, I want the game to be good. I want it to be good because it adds to our reputation as a company and as individuals, too … which helps if I’m looking for another job. So, even if my employer doesn’t force me to, in a sense I sort of have to anyway. I think it’s good that they don’t tell me I have to work overtime, but it’s sort of insinuated anyway … you know, it’s just unspoken. (H-05-16-W-09-06-01-07)

At the same time, everyone is well aware of the risks associated with anything that can tarnish one’s reputation in the industry, especially opting to take legal action for payment of unpaid hours:

So you’re always thinking: if it’s the company against me, then I can go ahead and file a claim, but on the other hand, you won’t be doing your reputation any good because it’s certainly going to become public or … It’s such a small industry, everyone knows each other, so such and such a company is going to know that I took legal action against another company, that I stirred up trouble, so there’s a good chance they won’t want to hire me if they know that. If I ever file a claim, I might have to look for my next job outside the country, or at least outside Montreal. (F-10-12-U-12-05-08-01-07)

Promotion and Assignment to High-Profile Projects
In the video game industry, reputation is a worker’s greatest asset at hiring time, a passport to both upwards and horizontal mobility. Workers who want to be on the design team for a high-profile game will not only have their portfolios evaluated, but also, though informally, their history of buckling down to meet the requirements for project success. Higher-profile projects generally involve more overtime hours:

Certainly [I can refuse to do overtime]. It’s definitely frowned upon and, like I said, there are lots of projects going on in the company and it probably wouldn’t be long before I’d be working on a dog game or something like that. Everyone knows each other and for their project, they try to get people they know are hard-working and so on. (H-06-13-U-19-06-08-01-07)

Whether you like it or not, for projects … there are in-house interviews. From one project to the next, there’s your reputation, there’s tracking follow-up and there are references: ‘I’d like to have him on my project …’ I myself have been through lots of interviews, on both sides of the table, so I’ve seen how it works. (H-06-13-U-19-06-08-01-07)

Given that high-profile projects very often require employees to do overtime, a project manager can know from experience which designers are willing and give preference to those that have a reputation for being dedicated to the cause. Consideration for coveted positions that involve decision making (such as lead designer, artistic director and producer) and assignment to high-profile projects are directly tied to reputation, which itself is often associated with a willingness to do overtime, albeit not exclusively, of course. 

Mobility and the System of Rewards and Punishments
We have seen that employees who work overtime are compensated in the form of bonuses or time off in lieu. Since designers want to be paid for the overtime hours they work, they put even greater efforts into production of the game to ensure it will be a success. 

Doing overtime helps a worker’s chances of being included in the informal peer network, which is very important for job mobility; it also increases the chances of a good performance appraisal, which improves one’s chances of a pay raise and enhances one’s reputation; in turn, reputation improves one’s chances of promotion, assignment to higher-profile projects and increases mobility, which is highly valued in the industry because it not only provides opportunities for learning and travel, but is also a key asset when it comes time to negotiate a raise in pay. And mobility, in turn, is a factor in a good reputation. That is how the system works, with its own implacable internal logic. 

The same system is just as effective at punishing designers who are not particularly interested in doing overtime: unless they show noteworthy skills, they will be less compensated, even if the game is a commercial success and they have contributed to it; they will be more or less excluded from the in-group and their peers will recommend them less gladly for high-profile projects; they will unlikely be exposed to the most advanced technology; they won’t get as good a performance appraisal or be as well paid as their peers; their portfolio will suffer as a result because they won’t have the kind of reputation that aids mobility. As time goes by, their progress and their mobility are slowed down.

The desire for mobility plays a fundamental role in designers’ willingness to do overtime, as the more they want to rise up the ladder (hierarchical management positions, high-profile projects) or move horizontally (other studios, other countries), the more vulnerable they become to the system of rewards and punishments. Conversely, designers who attach more importance to family life, or who have already been ill, often decide to rethink their priorities and consider taking less strategic positions in the industry, less at the forefront, but more amenable to the achievement of a work-life balance. 

Conclusion

Overtime hours in the video game industry are not only normal and long, but also unpaid. Even though the Quebec industry is subject to the provisions of the Act respecting labour standards, its practices are legally ambiguous, because managers and supervisors do not actually ask designers to work overtime and claim that overtime is never compulsory, but that designers do it on their own initiative. Some of our respondents did indeed say they refused to work overtime. However, they usually end up having to limit their career ambitions as a result.

While some designers are compensated for these ‘willingly worked’ overtime hours, compensation is not guaranteed. Moreover, when they are compensated, it is only in part, and the amount of compensation is uncertain and entirely at the discretion of management. The way overtime is managed is a source of significant dissatisfaction. Nonetheless, the system of rewards and punishments would appear to be a very effective means of getting employees to put in a lot of overtime, given that most designers go along with it, despite the criticisms and dissatisfaction revealed by our survey respondents. The system is founded on the importance attached to reputation in a creative, innovative environment where there is strong competition between designers to be chosen for high-profile projects. 

While a passion for video games certainly exists and may well explain why designers continue to put in unpaid overtime, it does not mean that they agree with the principle of it; many of them are critical of the practice. As we have seen, 61.5% of respondents to the IGDA survey said they couldn’t see themselves keeping up the same pace, because the long hours could have an adverse impact on their lives outside of work, especially on family and friends (IGDA, 2004, p. 18). In the United States, some designers have opted for the class action route. The information that appears on the Gamewatch website is updated by video game designers who monitor and report on studio management practices, including working hours. 

At the same time, the passion for gaming is a powerful mobilizing force that producers’ representatives can use to their advantage as part of a more complex system of rewards and punishments.

Neither purely voluntary and freely agreed to (rare), nor required and forced (likewise rare), video game industry overtime comes under the broad category of “voluntary but expected” working hours (Campbell, 2002b, p. 141). Alternatives to overtime are not on the agenda, and a number of circumstances set limits on the options open to designers who want to increase or maintain their mobility in the industry and aspire to work on high-profile games. Employees still feel a need to have their own personal lives and their own free time, but it is a need that is very hard to reconcile with these constraints. 

The more widespread the practice of unlimited, unpaid overtime becomes, the more institutionalized it becomes and the harder it is to contest:

When unpaid overtime becomes widespread in individual workplaces, occupations or industries, another layer of difficulty is laid down. Unpaid overtime can easily appear as just a condition or aspect of the job, as part of an implicit contract of employment that employees accept when they enter the job. It can be a condition that is simply tolerated or perhaps even welcomed as a sign of the high status of the job. In such cases, unpaid overtime appears institutionalised, as part of a new definition of what is normal or expected in the job. Reluctance to undertake unpaid overtime can appear as a reprehensible personal fault – as a breach of a contract with supervisors and colleagues (Campbell, 2002b, p. 128). 

Our findings are limited in scope, being valid only for salaried designers employed by large studios in the greater Montreal area. To gain a better understanding of overtime in the industry, more studies will be needed, including case studies of small studios, comparative interregional and international studies, and quantitative surveys of large aggregate groupings. 

As we have seen, video game production is a major industry, and the generous government support it enjoys sends a paradoxical message about the statutory provisions respecting overtime (Pereira, 2009, p. 4). The long working hours raise ethical issues that need to be addressed, as they have an impact on worker health, quality of family life, productivity (mistakes resulting from fatigue), income and equity (when the hours are unpaid yet necessary and, in a way, requested), the impact on the unemployment rate, employment equity for workers who are unavailable for such flexible hours (including parents and women), and the transfer of the cost of the health risks to these workers (Burke, 2009; Burke & Fiskenbaum, 2009; Campbell, 2002a & b; Dembe, 2009; Jacobs & Gerson, 2001; Kanai, 2009). At a time when sustainable development has become a watchword, organizations must assume their corporate ethical responsibility for the sustainable development of the individuals they employ and their families. 
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� 	In keeping with Dyer-Witheford (2005), cited here, we have defined the Canadian video game industry as all the studios in the sector that operate in Canada, rather than as only studios that are Canadian-owned. 


� 	The huge importance attached to project-based work organization and to the rhetoric around professionalization needs to be examined separately and is studied in Legault & Chasserio, 2012. 


� 	This right to refuse to work overtime does not, however, apply in the event of danger to the life or safety of the population, in case of disaster or if it is inconsistent with a code of ethics that applies to the employee. Employers in the video game industry are subject to provincial legislation, but employers that come under Canadian federal jurisdiction are also subject to similar standards respecting pay at an increased rate for overtime (Canada Labour Code, SC, c. L-2, sec. 174) and a maximum work week of 48 hours (Canada Labour Code, sec. 171). 


� 	We’ve not been able to cross-check for this piece of information with human resources deparments, for lack of having been able to conclude agreements concerning the holding of the investigation. 





