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Abstract

There has been speculation in the games industry as to whether the philosophy of crunch time is a necessity of employee work life. The aim is to try to discover what effects crunch time have on an employee, whether the practice is beneficial overall and if it can be reduced though correct time management, with titles meeting the same release dates. Like any chain of command or pyramid of hierarchy, industry practices affect the employees, and it is ultimately the employees’ responsibility to create quality games for customers. In which case, would it be better for the customers if the employees were in a healthier state of mind?






Introduction

‘Crunch time’ is a term widely used in many creative industries. It is usually made use of when a project is ending and the work force is put into overdrive, working double the national average of hours per week. This kind of work pattern has been happening since the beginning of mass game production in the 70s. In recent years, it has come to light that there are a number of problems associated with the practice; to the extent where it may be imperative to end the practice.
In order to gain a wide understanding of the potential benefits and risks of using crunch time, a wide range of sources must be analysed, from accounts from employees feeling exploited, including the articles that trigger the 2004 EA Spouse scandal, to the accounts of those who thrive or enjoy working through crunch like environments.
Electronic Art’s (EA) background will be considered in terms of employee satisfaction and public perception of the company, followed by how EA managed to regain the confidence of their employees and customers following a public relations crisis. It should be remembered that not only EA who have experienced harsh crunch time conditions, in fact 45% of all firms end up having to make use of the practice, and accordingly sources from insiders from across the industry will be utilized.
This study will be questioning whether crunch time is a necessary way of working, why it is used in the first place, if there are benefits and if so who for, and whether it can be avoided. A conclusion will then be drawn based on the research undertaken in pursuit of answering these questions.




Chapter one: The Catalyst.

There has been a conception of poor management standards within the games industry for some time, made testament by many online articles written by disgruntled employees and their experiences from what they thought would be their ‘dream job’. In a well-known blog called EA: A Human Story, the author, at the time an employee of EA, called themselves ‘EA Spouse’ to hide their identity from the company. ‘EA Spouse’ feared that if details of their identity were leaked they would be promptly fired. The story was released on a blogging site called LiveJournal in November 2004 (Hoffman, 2004).
It was here that the infamous Mrs. Erin Hoffman revealed what EA management was like behind closed doors, detailed in a heartfelt essay. Hoffman lambasted the companies grossly negligent work practices, including extreme work hours; beyond the usual definition of ‘crunch time’, and lack of overtime pay;
“This crunch also differs from crunch time in a smaller studio in that it was not an emergency effort to save a project from failure. Every step of the way, the project remained on schedule. Crunching neither accelerated this nor slowed it down; its effect on the actual product was not measurable. The extended hours were deliberate and planned; the management knew what they were doing as they did it. The love of my life comes home late at night complaining of a headache that will not go away and a chronically upset stomach, and my happy supportive smile is running out.” (Hoffman, 2004).
If these practices were confronted in-house to EA, the employee would effectively be laughed out of the room or be spoken to in a threatening manner, with suggestion made that they as an employee are easily replaceable due to the high availability of talented artists in the industry;
“"if they don't like it, they can work someplace else." Put up or shut up and leave: this is the core of EA's Human Resources policy. The concept of ethics or compassion or even intelligence with regards to getting the most out of one's workforce never enters the equation: if they don't want to sacrifice their lives and their health and their talent so that a multibillion dollar corporation can continue its Godzilla-stomp through the game industry, they can work someplace else.” (Hoffman, 2004).
The responses employees received by managerial ranked staff showed little sign of sympathy. On occasion, staff who spoke out against the ethics of the management were replaced in a heartbeat. The kind of careless attitude a business of such high stature was using against its own employees was surely unjustifiable, especially since it was undeniable that these employees were incredibly passionate and committed to their work;
“No one works in the game industry unless they love what they do. No one on that team is interested in producing an inferior product. My heart bleeds for this team precisely BECAUSE they are brilliant, talented individuals out to create something great. They are and were more than willing to work hard for the success of the title, but that good will has only been met with abuse. Amazingly, Electronic Arts was listed #91 on Fortune magazine's "100 Best Companies to Work For" in 2003.” (Hoffman, 2004).
Fortune included EA in this list just one year before the EA Spouse spoke out against alleged workplace abuses. Thanks to a simple blog post, this misconception was about to meet reality. Although the article had no immediate implications, it would serve as a catalyst for subsequent events;
“Though the blog post had no legal firepower behind it, its description of an EA widow hit the heartstrings of fellow "EA spouses" and employees. The words were simply a personal account of what one person was going through, but they rallied a movement among employees against EA.” (Surette, 2006)
The literature that came about as a result of these members of staff speaking out shed light on EA’s policies on unpaid overtime. Consequently, the company came under fire from law suits addressing the matters, less than a year after the release of Hoffman’s article. With all the bad press EA had received its reputation descended rapidly from being, supposedly, one of the best places to work, to one of the worst. In 2012, the company won The Consumerist award in ‘Worst Company in America’ receiving a ceremonial ‘golden poo trophy’, beating the regulars Walmart and American Telephone & Telegraph with the majority of 64.03% of votes. To confirm this position, EA won the same award a year later in 2013 with 78% of total votes. It was hoped that this embarrassment would make clear the need for EA to amend its workplace policies, and its relationship with consumers;
 “Following Worst Company in America victory by Electronic Arts, there was hope that the video game giant would get the message: Stop treating your customers like human piggy banks, and don’t put out so many incomplete and/or broken games with the intent of getting your customers to pay extra for what they should have received in the first place.” (Morran, 2013).
1.5: Road to Redemption.
Having been awarded first place as the worst company in America for two consecutive years, Electronic Arts realized they needed to change their ethos and the way they perceived their customers. EA hadn’t been seeing their demographic as human beings but rather as a statistic, and based their business plan on how they could sell more copies of their games to a broader number of people whilst spending as little revenue as possible. EA won the top place because of this type of ideology; it was their target audiences who were being consistently exploited by EA and thus collectively voted for EA to win the worst company award. It was the only way for the customer’s wishes to be heard and if it meant damaging EA’s reputation it was deemed to be justified for those customers. 
From receiving the ‘Golden Poo’ award two years in a row, EA’s board members realised a change needed to happen internally within the business. It was predicted by the CEO at the time, John Riccitiello, who understood that their pricing strategy was higher than other game releases and that it wouldn’t last;
“John Riccitiello, EA's CEO from 2007 to 2013, had seen much of it coming. In August 2007, he told a Manhattan boardroom filled with the company's senior leaders that EA's business of putting games on discs, shipping them in boxes to stores and selling them to customers for $60 apiece was waning and would eventually evaporate.” (Morran, 2013).
Not only would it evaporate but it would turn the customers against EA, resulting in complaints and securing EA’s win as the worst company in the United States of America. John Riccitiello’s reputation as CEO of EA has had both highs and lows. The pinnacle of his career with EA would have to be his attempts in preserving EA in the digital revolution, but unfortunately for him he wasn’t hitting the company’s sales targets and multiple game titles didn’t hit their expectations. The stakeholders felt it was not good enough to merely survive year by year. And so Riccitiello’s tenure in the position came to an end;
“In September 2013, Andrew Wilson was named EA's new CEO after Riccitiello left abruptly. Then 39 years old, Wilson had rapidly risen from being a developer in the company's Australian offices to head of its sports games.” (Takahashi, 2013)
It was Andrew Wilson’s positivity that managed to pragmatically deduce where EA was going wrong; seemingly being the only person listening to the customers’ feedback. He later addressed all of EA’s board members on what areas the company needed to work on. Andrew rounded up 146 of the company’s most senior staff to congregate at a basketball court which had been temporarily changed into a conference space, where he went over key issues customers had;
“For hours, executives went through the steps of installing, troubleshooting and playing the company's games. They also listened in on customer service calls, so they could hear first-hand players' frustrations.” (Sherr, 2015).
Before this conference took place, many of the different department leaders were either dismissive or oblivious to the diversity and sheer number of negative complaints they had been receiving from some of their game titles. The neglect of both customer and employees had gone on for such a long time that addressing these issues was long overdue. It took EA’s company stock value to drop in price for EA to finally come to the conclusion that something needed to be done. This is a historical way of thinking and a poor way of running a successful and profitable business. It was at this stage of the company’s life that EA needed to make it known that their company was a great place to work at, and if it wasn’t, that they would be looking to improve. 
By drawing a comparison between employee reviews on Glassdoor.co.uk, an anonymous review site from current and past employees, and the EA spouse story, it can be deduced that EA has undergone massive reforming with regards to employee’s wellbeing and their wishes to keep working for EA. However, there are still bad reviews with the same kind of issues being brought up, including:

Stressful working conditions
Long hours for certain job roles
Unsustainable work / life balance in crunch time
Large company, slow to change
Difficulty progressing as an employee / contractor 

Like most games companies, EA still has long hours at certain times of the creation process; when exactly it will begin on a project is unknown and largely down to when management puts it in place. With good time management and planning from the start of the project it could be possible to do away with the practice of crunch time altogether. 
It is well known and accepted that there are certain job roles in the games industry which simply require more time investment than other jobs in the same area of work. This does vary slightly as it is dependent on how complex the overall game is. Essentially game programmers’ and game designers’ positions tend to be where employees are urged to work longer, in order to find and fix in-game bugs. This can be a long process to correct depending on what is wrong. Taking this into consideration, it must also be noted that some jobs are simply more complex than others, and the crunch will have an affect which filters through all roles within the company.
Christina Maslach, a Professor of Psychology, has conducted research in multiple areas of social and health psychology. Her leading work has been based on researching the causes and effects of’ burnout’ within the workplace. She is an advocate for fair and healthy working grounds and has said that those are not achievable if crunch is a work life factor, she goes on to say that there are three dimensions to it; exhaustion, cynicism, and inefficacy (Maslach, Schaufeli and Leiter, 2001).
 “According to the surveys, of those experiencing crunch, nearly half are working more than 60 hours per week, with 17 percent working more than 70 hours. However, during these periods of crunch time, in 2014, 38 percent of employee respondents reported that their employers do not or are unable to offer any additional compensation for working overtime. In 2015, that number was comparable at 37 percent of employee respondents, Edwards said.”
As previously reported in the IGDA’s Developer Satisfaction Survey results, poor working conditions are the second leading factor contributing towards society’s negative perception of the game industry, with 55 percent of respondents selecting it among a list of provided factors. It also remains a major factor why game developers would choose to leave the industry in favour of non-game related technology jobs.” (Takahashi, 2016).
Voices from within the industry make further light of this lack of overtime pay;
“However, there are differing types of overtime, dependent on the country a company operates in, the particular labour laws they work under and whether or not they are owned by a large company. The type of crunching I do is technically voluntary.  I say ‘technically’ because even though I could theoretically refuse to do any overtime, you can bet that I wouldn’t last very long with the company if I didn’t. Overtime may not be obligatory, but it is expected.
The other type of crunch time is mandatory unpaid overtime. This is every bit as soul-destroying as it sounds. Very common in North American games studios and those owned and run by big companies and publishers such as EA and Activision, where it is colloquially known as a ‘Death March’. In this case the company bosses have decided that the game will come out on release date X, with no schedule slippage allowed for. This is usually done for monetary reasons, where fears of a shrinking profit margin have grown too much for executives to bear.” (Anon, 2011).
The ‘Death March’ can causes the people undergoing it to burn out, exasperating their emotional worth which can lead to depression in even the strongest of people. Despite protestation, crunch time remains legal by law in the USA, and therefore so many companies are still using this strategic method of squeezing out as much time from their employees as they can get away with whilst paying as little overtime as possible. This all means that the company will have a significantly higher profile turnover once the game is eventually released. 





Chapter 2 - Follow in his footsteps

The method of crunch time does not only apply to Electronic Arts, but rather it is used globally with small and large companies using the exact same way of working their employees. There is evidence that it also causes problems with employee’s body weight and eating habits when under the affects of crunch, which comes down to not having enough time to eat three nutritious meals a day;   
“In February of 2011, fresh off nine months of 80-hour work weeks, Jessica Chavez took a pair of scissors to her hair. She’d been working so hard on a video game—14 hours a day, six days a week—that she hadn’t even had a spare hour to go to the barber.”
“Chavez, who writes and edits text for the boutique publisher XSEED Games, says she dropped 10% of her body weight during this period, where she handled just about all the dialogue for the text-heavy role-playing game Legend of Heroes: Trails in the Sky. By the end of the project, she weighed 99 lbs. (She’s 5’4.)” (Schreier, 2016).
This is a case of poor time management, resulting in the damaging of the company’s own employees, as a result on mismanagement on the part of senior staff. It must be asked, are the benefits for the companies worth all the physical and mental damage it does to the employees?
The company ‘CD Projekt Red’, a Polish developer who created the ‘Witcher' franchise has been under speculation regarding poor management issues, speed of growth and work hours. The co-owners of CD Projekt Red, Iwinski and Badowski, made a statement on Twitter saying; “If you’re following news related to CD PROJEKT RED, you might have recently stumbled on information regarding morale here at the studio”. 
“Iwinski and Badowski went on to write. Some of these departing staff members are the ones leaving the negative Glassdoor reviews, but others, the pair said, left CD Projekt Red because that’s par for the course. The studio has nearly doubled in size since the release of The Witcher 3: The Wild Hunt, expanding to more than 400 members in less than two years.” (Frank, 2017).
The owners of Projekt Red have had to down play the bad reviews they had been receiving by dismissing possible internal problems which would naturally need to be addressed in order to improve working standards, instead of blaming previous employees who had recently left the company. Whilst this may be seen as speculating the subjective experience of the employees who had left the reviews, as it was clear there were mixed opinions; the owners did not care to mention anything about the concerns over project management and work hours: effectively ignoring the other half of complaints; instead using the opportunity to express their dominance in the game industry with celebrate the company’s growth. When addressing such critiques on social media it would be beneficial for the company to acknowledge its weaknesses and work to solve them, just as EA’s executives attempt to solve similar in house problems. When said problems are fixed it has proven to be beneficial for the long term for all parties; the company’s product sales and stock value will increase, accompanied by with good reviews from within the company and by the customers themselves;     
 “Tim Ward, chief executive of the Quoted Companies Alliance, the trade body that represents the UK's small and medium-sized stock market listed businesses, says that if a crisis occurs firms should go to their public relations (PR) departments before they call their lawyers. ‘It's about being out there, being on the front foot, and having a clear plan about what the eventualities might be,’ he says. ‘It's all about communicating.’” (Shadbolt, 2016)
 ‘Its all about communicating’ learning how to communicate is a very important yet a hard skill, for humans and successful businesses alike it is necessary to be able to communicate to its employees or co-workers and to their customers, being visibly active on social media platforms for building a relationship with the target audiences.        




Chapter 3 – Can Crunch be justified?

In an article entitled Why I Worship Crunch written by industry veteran Walt Williams, an opinion contrary to that of the EA spouses and other complainants is expressed;
“Crunch isn’t a pandemic or a death march. It’s not even exclusive to the games industry. If anything, Crunch is a natural occurrence brought on by the creative process. Driven by passion, artists give themselves entirely to their art. When art exists in a collaborative medium, Crunch will always deal collateral damage. How much damage you personally sustain will always be inversely related to your investment in the project.”
There are some employees who do enjoy crunch, he goes on to say, and that it’s not just enjoyment but an addiction to it, which is a psychological problem he later says that there is a price to pay to making it in the games industry, love, life, health. Williams, however self-admittingly possesses a self-destructive personality as the pain gives him a high which he notes fills the metaphorical hole in his chest.
“This isn’t an endorsement, by the way. It’s the confession of an addict. Some people will say it shouldn’t be like this, that making games shouldn’t come with so high a price. And, in a perfect world, maybe they’d be right.” (Williams, 2017).
In episode three of ‘Game Industry Career Guide Podcast’, Jason W. Bay says that these companies set mile-stones of when work is due in the contracts of the employees and if these mile stones are not met on time the companies will lose out on money from marketing the product. He goes on to say this can sometimes be a reason the artists get delayed salaries (Bay, 2017).
Companies set out to have playable levels at specific times during a games development, which should have working game mechanics to show at gaming events such as E3; one of the biggest electronic entertainment expos in the world. Companies strive in order to be able to host a game teaser trailer or working demo at such events, in order to gain media coverage and generate excitement for up and coming releases. This can also mean, however, that if employees can’t reach these certain deadlines there will be a sizeable impact on the marketing strategy of the game. Marketing plays a significant role in a game’s life and if it fails to generate interest amongst the right target audience it could possibly make a parenting company or investors drop the development team, thus resulting in closing studios and employees being made redundant.
One possible solution to the problem of crunch time is the utilization of temporary contract workers at times of need in order to meet deadlines. However, due to differences in the workplace experience of full time workers when compared with these contract workers, discrepancies can arise;
“Sometimes people choose to be self-employed or work on a temporary or contract basis.  Other times this is the only option given their unique circumstances and the realities of their regional or national labour market. This survey captures both dimensions. Many respondents said they work freelance or are self-employed for reasons related to personal control over their work and life (they could select more than one answer): 
· To have more control over working conditions like hours (58%)
· To have more control over the content of the work (56%)
· To make the games you want to make (55%) and work on more varied projects (44%) 
· To have more control over employment stability/risks (32%)  
But over one-third stated that they freelance or are self-employed because they have not been able to find a permanent job at an established studio where they live.” (IGDA, 2014)  
Brandon Dayton, who used to work for Disney explains in his YouTube video blog of why he quit his dream job. He admits that there were some good benefits but having such things as free entry to Disney Land doesn’t always fill a psychological hole of what you really want to be creating for a living and for him it was not creating something for a corporation to make your living but to pursue his own dreams. 
Freelance creatives tend to be hired more often with AAA companies. This is because it will help lower working hours for full time employees and even though they will work just as hard, they don’t get the same benefits as their colleagues do. Some contractors will enjoy having the freedom of going from project to project as it holds a lot of variety, while other contractors are constantly looking to upgrade their contract to a permanent placement. 
Some firms use a form of segregation between employees and on-site contractors by using coloured badges. It is used as a way of keeping within the law of employment misclassification. This can occur where contractors are treated as if they are full time employees, leading to confused workers as most contractors wish to work full time, and are being treated like full time employees but then are normally out of a job once their contract expires. 
“Many contractors are frustrated that they can't land a full-time position. Some of the contractors Polygon spoke to say they feel mistreated and even mislead by managers who dangle the possibility of full employment, but rarely follow through. In employment law circles, this is known as ‘employment misclassification.’” (Campbell, 2016).
Reviews on Glassdoor on EA are mostly positive having an overall rating of 3.9 stars with employees either enjoying their time at the company or like the benefits of working there, i.e. gym and fitness classes, health insurance and freebies. However little to none of these benefits apply to freelance artists for such reasons as misclassification. There are similarity trends between good and bad issues which apply to many of the bigger firms, Activision Blizzard, Bioware, Bungie. (Glassdoor, 2017).
Salaries are said to be relatively mixed but on the rise in the industry overall but why should that allow big companies to take advantage of their employees? Although that might look like a positive for the employee and surely is per say, it may not necessarily be true. Forcing any game developer to work over time (Monday to Sunday) sometimes for the entirety of a project which can be a year or more, no matter what skill the developer possesses, the stress of the work load combined with the lack of overtime pay and personal time is enough to make the best of developer’s hand in their resignation.
“As seen in Figure 6, the annual income of respondents was generally distributed around $5074,000.  However, this discounts over 20% of the sample who reported that they earn less than $15,000 per year from sources related to the game industry.  Again, additional analysis is required to understand this figure.  Other questions indicate that 22% of respondents were not primarily employed in the game industry and that for almost 22% of respondents, less than half of their game-related activity/work generated income.” (IGDA, 2014).
Alex St. John who is a well-known developer in the games industry has shared his thoughts after reading a VentureBeat interview with Kate Edwards of the IGDA who was talking about crunch within the industry. The IGDA are a non-profitable organisation who advocate fair working conditions, they conduct surveys for employees on how they are being treated. St. John’s view helps bolster some of the more positive minded attitudes expressed on Glassdoor. In this view, complainants from the game industry are held accountable for exaggerating the problem, or perhaps even making a problem out of nothing;
“St. John's answer to those criticisms was that developers today have developed a ‘culture of victimology and a bad attitude toward their chosen vocations’. ‘Somehow, these people have managed to adopt a wage-slave attitude toward one of the most remarkable and privileged careers in the world,’”
It might seem as though Alex St. John is being less lenient by telling other employees that it’s a necessity to work crunch, he has gone through crunch periods and it is said that it has lead him to being fired and on a normal work day ‘He would pass out at his keyboard and straggle into morning meetings with key marks on his face. Worked sucked everything out of him; his marriage disintegrated.’ (Walker, 2016).
St. John’s attitude towards crunch time seems to have reached a point where it can’t get any worse for him and lead him to wonder why others aren’t working as hard as he had been. Having this type of mentality seems to be the only way you can reach some of the top job roles in the industry. For example, John is now President and CTO of hi5.












Conclusion 

“The practice of crunch within the games industry has been in use for many years and has had many critics. The idea of working endless hours to ship a product without additional compensation, bonuses or other incentives is well known in the industry. When asked specifically about whether crunch was a necessary practice of game development respondents agreed that it is not. Over half of all respondents (52%) either do not agree (27%) or strongly disagree (25.5%) that it is necessary. Only about one-quarter agree (19%) or strongly agree (5%) that crunch is necessary to game development.” (IGDA, 2014).
There is significant evidence of workplace issues in the games industry, crunch being just one of them. The use of crunch time could be said to derive directly from poor management of project planning, and a lack of understanding of the importance of employee wellbeing by senior staff. Perhaps due to the detrimental nature of the practice, its use appears to be on the decline; with the IGDA (International Game Developers Association) pointing out workers are experiencing less crunch each year. With using more advanced time management software it can be possible to almost remove using crunch as a tool and to reduce the hours to a more reasonable overtime basis. 
If the laws are changed with regards to the employment of freelance artists, to better suit the company’s specific needs, it could potentially be beneficial for both the firm and the employee. In order to achieve this there would need to pay a larger cap on how many people can be freelance contracted at a time, thus relieving and spreading the pressure out, as an alternative to crunch time. It would also provide these companies a greater variant of professional skills that can be put into improving the quality of the games themselves. 
Changes to employee misclassification would help the freelance artist have the same benefits as full time employees and would provide for an overall better work place as the consensus of employee happiness would greatly improve. Another improvement that could be made would be for the employees who must work crunch to receive incentives for their time, including paid bonuses or an overtime hourly pay increase.
Such improvement would mean game developers could produce games to the highest standard possible; which would ultimately result in better reviews from the customers, more sales, and a better public image for the company. All parties; the employer, the employee and the consumer would benefit.
     








Future Research
 
Despite Its slow decline, it is likely that the practice of crunch time will continue into the foreseeable future. Crunch is not necessarily the smartest way to meet a titles release date. It would instead by wise to focus on researching how crunch time could be minimised, to alleviate some of the mental and physical stress faced on these projects.
Therein may be the means of revolutionising the games industry in a way that would render the industry more employee-directed.
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