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Abstract

This article explores the upgrade and perpetual innovation economy of digital gaming as it informs understandings and practices of the ‘self’.  Upgrade is situated in terms of digital gaming as a globalized techno-cultural industry. Drawing on accounts of governmentality and cultural work, research with digital games design students is drawn on to explore the overlapping twin logics of technological upgrade and work-on-the-self. The games industry-focused higher education context is examined as a context for becoming a games designer and processes of upgrading the self. Having examined processes and practices of upgrading of the self in terms of technological skills and personal development/enterprise, the article turns to some of the critical issues around anxiety, industry conventions and working practices.
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Upgrading the self: technology and the self in the digital games perpetual innovation economy 

Introduction


For a number of commentators, digital gaming can be analyzed as an exemplary case of technological upgrade. Through the notion of “upgrading the self”, this article seeks to connect accounts of digital gaming upgrade with questions of identity and becoming. “Upgrading the self” foregrounds work-on-the-self as understood and undertaken by games design students and co-constituted with the continual development and release of games technologies. In other words, the release of new consoles, games, editing software and so on, figure within the practices and understandings associated with the transition from higher education student to professional games designer. This article examines the contexts and practical means associated with upgrading the self and considers some of the associated critical issues around anxiety and identity.

Perpetual upgrade

In her discussion of web design skills and work, Nalini Kotamraju (2002: 3-4) introduces the notion of “keeping up’” and notes how with information technology, ‘the current norm is that a person learns a skill, such as how to use one version of software, just in time for the new version of the software to be installed’. The continual release of new technologies is a widespread phenomenon across a range of “new economy” sectors, including digital gaming. Aphra Kerr (2006) has examined gaming within global networks of production and situated it in relation to the “new economy”. Kerr (2006: 1) describes digital games as ‘an ideal type of global post-industrial neo-liberal cultural product’, and in doing so instructively points to the relevance of digital gaming for analyzing questions of new technologies and “keeping up”. 


In Digital Play, Stephen Kline, Nick Dyer-Witheford and Greig de Peuter (2003: 66) explore digital gaming through the notion of perpetual innovation. Kline et al. adopt “perpetual innovation’” from Arun Kundnani  (1999: 57) who argues that ‘the perpetual innovation economy’ is ‘characterised by short product cycles - the time it takes from the launch of a new product to the point where it becomes obsolete’. Kline et al. (2003: 66) point to how corporations, ‘devote a growing share of their resources to the continual alteration and upgrading of their products’, and how ‘business seeks to maintain continual expansion by generating a ceaseless stream of new commodities with ever-shortening cycles and life spans’. For example, the end of year look ahead to 2010 conducted by Sony with a range of employers and affiliated developers offering their take on things to come, helps to illustrate the drive to expand. Comments from Dan Durnin (2009: online), Communications Manager at PlayStation Home are indicative:

Obviously I'm looking forward to seeing God of War III and Gran Turismo 5 really push PlayStation 3 from strength to strength, and all signs suggest they will raise the bar just as their predecessors did on PlayStation 2. Other than that, I'm really excited to see if Final Fantasy XIII can deliver a true next generation experience

The language of ‘raising the bar’ and ‘next generation’ experience captures a significant aspect of digital gaming upgrade. This logic is evident with the rapid turnover rate of technologies and the gaming calendar being geared towards exhibitions and events such as E3 (see Ashton, 2008a).  Events such as E3 and industry articles such as ‘Coming in 2010 on Playstation’ are indicative of the forms of ancillary materials that scaffold meaning (Barker, 2004; see also Caldwell, 2008). In this respect, upgrade can be understood as an industry process and strategy that is constituted both by the drive for technological advancement and the related promotional and marketing surrounds. Games industry marketing and promotional activities foreground, legitimate and perpetuate technological upgrade. Mark Deuze’s (2007a: 216) comments signal the extent to which this dynamic informs production and consumption: 

The market for technically advanced games further drives the market for advanced graphics cards and next-generation consoles as consumers must purchase the latest upgraded computers of new consoles to play games developed to meet the technological specification particular to the new technologies
Mutual demand and investment comes from players, software and hardware manufacturers, and publishers, and the logic of perpetual innovation is well entrenched within digital gaming culture.


Jon Dovey and Helen W. Kennedy (2006: 52-53) make a similar claim concerning perpetual innovation through the phrase ‘upgrade culture’, and argue that this is a usual and anticipated part of design practice: ‘this is not a teleological dynamic, there is no end point in sight’ and ’designers find themselves permanently looking for and exploring new capacities, falling enthusiastically upon each new generation and in development kits trying to work out what it will be capable of’.  In identifying perpetual innovation or upgrade as a dominant industry mode, it is helpful to echo John Thornton Caldwell’s (2008: 7) comments that reference to “industry” ‘should not be taken to stand for “the industry” in a totalizing or unified sense’. There are a number of experimentations and interventions that, rather than showcasing digital games technologies in terms of advancement and progression, demonstrate an attempt to pause and reflect. For example, Scratchware’s microteam approach to game development (2000: online) and la molleindustria’s guerilla approach of making something effective with the minimum effort as a comment on the production budgets behind the spectacular graphics drive of commercial gaming (see Ashton, 2008b). These are the experiences and accounts of the games industry that seem to fall beyond the technological and upgrade focused agenda of professional games development. They instructively warn us from seeing “industry” as monolithic, and at the same time that it is possible to identify dominant strategies and modes of organization. 

Further to this cautionary note on not approaching “the games industry” as a monolithic or unitary whole, a differentiated account of the emerging forms of engagement available for and created by players is also instructive. Whilst it remains clear that games and consoles are still developed regularly by designers working in development studios, the figure of the ‘user-creator’ indicates that we can need to nuance understandings and examples of upgrade culture. For instance, professional development companies’ development schedules and product releases do not exclusively maintain digital gaming’s upgrade culture. They also have a crucial role in facilitating how users develop new content. The upgrade ethos is more widely dispersed and maintained within digital gaming, and as John Banks and Sal Humphreys (2008: 403) suggest, ‘co-creations are increasingly a core part of the consumers’/audiences’ media experience and expectations, rather than just an ancillary source’. 


With digital gaming, skills are continually reinvented across ‘production’ and ‘consumption’ boundaries, and forms of co-creation emerge to reposition the location and nature of skills acquisition. A range of commentators (Postigo, 2003; Kücklich, 2005; Banks and Humphreys, 2008; Milner, 2009), have explored these complex formulations and negotiations of “work”. As John Banks and Mark Deuze (2009: 420) highlight, ‘co-creative activities of producers and consumers in constantly shifting roles challenge and reshape our understanding of how the media work’. The games industry logic of upgrade and perpetual innovation is embodied in both off-the-shelf game and console release schedules and in co-creative arrangements between developers and players. Offering a useful overview bringing together broader developments in user-creativity with reference to digital gaming, Olli Sotamaa (2007: 385) states:

The change from centralized types of media, production and innovation towards more fragmented and de-centralized models has led to a situation where consumers (in our case players) posses the potential to become agents of cultural production 

There are numerous forms of engagement that extend beyond the scope of this article, and game modification or modding is introduced here to illustrate the diverse sites and modes of upgrade culture and perpetual innovation. 


Digital games modifications, ‘can be officially sanctioned, such as developer-distributed that enhances the game play or fixes a bug, or they can be “unofficial”, such as unsanctioned game levels, designed and distributed by players’ (Katie Salen and Eric Zimmerman, 2004: 559). An often-cited instance of the cross over between industry and modding communities is Counter-Strike (Valve Software, 1999).  Counter-Strike was a total conversion modification by Minh Le and Jesse Cliffe of the Valve software first person shooter game Half Life (Valve Software, 1998).  For Salen and Zimmerman (2004: 564), Counter-Strike was notable as, ‘an excellent example of how the player-as-producer paradigm can reinvent a game’.  The Counter-Strike game illustrates how the Half Life engine was modified to create new forms of game-play. The dispersed locations and interactions associated with digital games development and innovation are outlined by Deuze (2007b: 253) in his account of Counter-Strike: ‘each new installment or upgrade of the game came was developed by Minh Le and Jess Cliff, later on adding the professional producers at Valve and including additions and new mods coming out of the gaming fan communities online’. Deuze’s overview illustrates how the upgrade culture of digital gaming is dispersed and reproduced across a range of actors. Specifically with modding and user-creativity, opportunities for engaging with technologies and learning new skills can be identified.


In their discussion of non-market game production, David Nieborg and Shenja van der Graaf (2008: 181) indicate the significance of learning skills in relation to ‘modding’ as a form of user-creativity: 
Developing and distributing total conversion mods is the most complex and advanced kind of modding, combining various skills that transgress the boundaries of mere tinkering and require, among others, advanced managerial and marketing skills

The upgrade ethos of digital gaming can be understood as both emerging from and propelling user engagement. Deuze’s (2007a) earlier comments illustrate the demand for new releases and the demand for technically advanced games. This seems like a mutual investment across “producers” and “consumers” in generating and mastering new skills. In considering practices of user-creativity, the mastery extends from aspects of gameplay to the design suite and editing process. Moreover, the forms of user-creativity of which Counter-Strike was an early example are, as Banks and Humphreys identify (2008), much more prevalent and commonplace. As Kline et al. (2003: 66) note, there is a ‘need for constant creativity in finding new ways to build audiences’, and with user-creativity and user-generated content we can new forms of building “audiences”. User-creativity and associated skills acquisition may be understood as an emerging way to maintain perpetual innovation.
 


In their overview of co-creative labour, Banks and Deuze (2009: 423) identify Kylie Jarrett’s (2008) approach that participatory media can be associated ‘with the production of flexible subjectivities, aligned with the needs of the culturally intensive capitalist industries associated with neoliberalism or advanced liberal economies’. Whilst recognizing the evident heterogeneity of gaming, it is worth stressing that the perpetual innovation economy of digital gaming connects with situated subjectivities. The key argument here is that established and emerging modes of digital games development stimulate and urge those that engage with them to reach new skill levels. 


There are clearly different skill levels and different contextual factors that inform the production of subjectivities geared towards skills acquisition and development. The forms of skills development associated with the Nintendo Wii for example, differ significantly from those associated with modding and using design engines that are packaged with games.  Bart Simon’s (2007) account of the gathering of ‘hardcore’ gamers at case modding events illustrates a context within which firstly, certain skills will be relevant, and secondly, different skill levels might be expected. Whilst digital gaming skills and the importance of these skills will differ markedly across contexts, what remains relevant are these broad processes of skills acquisition. In outlining the focus of web design skills in her discussion of ‘keeping up’, Kotamraju (2002: 2) suggests that, ‘skill is at the core of identity. In many instances, skill is what we perceive as giving us worth not only within the marketplace, but within our lives as well. Anxiety provoked by outdated or inadequate skills often reflect uncertainty about our place in the world’. In the following section, research with digital games design students is introduced to explore the contexts and practical means for skill development, and the investment and anxieties associated with games design skills as they are enmeshed with the dominant industry models of perpetual innovation and upgrade. Kotamraju (2002: 18) concludes her discussion stating that, ‘the reinvention of skill for new media workers appears to be endless process’. The following addresses, how the endless reinvention of games technologies or “perpetual upgrade’” (as a combination of the above framings) informs understandings of the self and contributes to the upgrading of the self.
Games design education: skills, contexts and practical means

The following draws on governmentality literature to examine the games industry logic of perpetual upgrade as it compels skills development. The activity or work of undertaking skills development, as Paul Heelas suggests (2002: 83), is a form of work-on-the-self: ‘work is taken to provide the opportunity to “work” on oneself; to grow; to learn; to become more effective as a person’. In examining technological upgrade as it connects with practices of work-on-the-self, the work of Paul du Gay (1996; 2007) and Mark Banks (2007) is instructive. 


Banks (2007) introduces ‘governmentality’ with reference to Michel Foucault (1977) and makes clear that it refers to specific discourses that have arisen to ‘govern’ activities.  He goes on to state that, ‘central to this “conduct of conduct” is the manipulation of individuals’ desires, aspirations, interests and beliefs’ (Banks, 2007: 42). The desires and aspirations described by students illustrate the extent to which they manage aspects of their working lives. According to Banks (2007: 42), governmental approaches hold that power ‘works only through its specific exercise by individuals in embedded social and institutional contexts’. The following contextual approach focusing on students is intended to offer situated and specific examples of skills acquisition as it is coupled with broader dynamics of games industry perpetual upgrade. Research with higher education games design students presents the opportunity to explore, ‘the contexts within which and the practical means through which individuals are equipped with the capacities to conduct themselves as particular sorts of persons’ (du Gay, 2007: 22). A useful illustration for introducing upgrade of the self can be drawn from du Gay’s analysis of retail. Du Gay describes his aim, ‘to explore how consumers came to see themselves as persons of a certain sort’ with regard to ‘self-service technologies’ (2007: 87), and focus, ‘on the ways in which “self-service” technologies “made up” the consumer as a particular sort of person’ (2007: 88). This approach points out relations with technologies as an area of enquiry for exploring work-on-the-self. Importantly, these relations and being made up as ‘a particular sort of person’ is not absolute or unitary. Rather, understanding and relating to oneself as a games designer, is to understand and relate to oneself as one or a ‘particular sort of person’. 


In connecting the earlier discussion on upgrade culture with du Gay’s comments on identity and context, the aim is to examine how skills development, in line with and propelled by the industry logic of perpetual upgrade, is understood as the practical means to become a games designer. The focus on specific examples is important for analyzing different practices of skills development and the extent to which these co-constitute forms of work-on-the-self. Kotamraju (2002: 12) notes sociological approaches to professionalism and suggests that, ‘from this perspective, skills are not obvious creations of technology, but rather the result of contested struggles over the boundaries of expertise’. Applying this to digital gaming, it is clear that playing with game editing software is not necessarily a step to becoming a games designer. Rather, the context for engaging with technologies and the associated skills acquisition is crucial. Noting this is all the more important, and perhaps obvious, given the increasing extent to which editing tools are bundled with games. For example, the Unreal engine bundled with the Unreal games on the PC illustrates the increasing availability of design tools. For design students, the use of design tools and game engines is part of the process of and negotiations around becoming a professional games designer. Within the context of higher education games design courses, game engines such as Unreal become the practical means through which students seek to acquire relevant skills. They are the invitation and means for students to upgrade their skills and standing as future designers.


Research with games design students took place between March 2007 and December 2007 and was based in the North West of England and London. The sample was derived from preliminary requests for participation e-mails sent to ‘Games Design’ courses within the UK. Access was negotiated with course tutors to conduct sessions during regular timetabled contact/teaching sessions. Courses were located in different disciplinary contexts including Schools/Departments of ‘Creative Industries’, ‘Engineering and Computing’, and ‘Art and Design’. Whilst some courses had developed out of existing programmes, none of the Games Design courses at the time of the project had yet had a graduating year.


The research project included three Games Design courses and the total dataset consisted of questionnaires (34 responses) and six focus groups (51 students) with first-year students. Five in-depth interviews with second-year students were conducted as part of a field visit to a university-based games development studio. During this daylong visit, interviews with students were conducted at students’ workstations or in the studio (see Ashton, 2009a). For two of these courses, interviews with course tutors were conducted (one group interview with three tutors and two further interviews with two course tutors). In addition, research was conducted with a Game Cultures course that developed a theory and practice mix. Focus groups with eight second-year and five third-year students and an in-depth interview with the course leader were carried out. All research sessions were recorded and transcribed, and coded according to emerging themes that in turn iteratively shaped the coding categories. Themes that emerged from the data and formed non-numerically weighted coding categories were: the course; games industry; career awareness and aspirations; and relationships with games technologies.


This research was contextualized through interviews with five professional designers, Skillset’s (UK sector skills council for creative media) Computer Games and Animation Manager, and an industry representative (Education Liaison). Attendance at games career events (GamesEdu 2007; London Games Week Career Fair 2007) and industry conferences and festivals (Edinburgh Interactive Festival 2007) were also used as part of the background and context research.  These wider contexts were instructive for situating findings from the interviews and focus groups, and gaining a hold on the perceptions, tensions and aspirations that students were describing. The following sections will consider firstly, technological upgrade and the skills demands placed on students, and secondly, the higher education and industry context that frames how students could understand and participate in their own identity work and professional upgrade.

Skills acquisitions as the practical means

A range of students across the different institutions and courses expressed an awareness of the skills they would need for a career in games design. The importance of this can again be established with reference to Kotamraju’s (2002: 18) research on web design: ‘not keeping up with the latest technology definitely means that one is not a good web designer, but it also means that one may not be a web designer at all’. With digital gaming, the equation of technological mastery with career/industry status may also be drawn. The different institutional location of degree programmes meant that the importance of gaming technologies was stressed to different degrees, and for students from one programme there was a greater concern for having a design desk and place for A3 folders. Overall though, it was the digital games playing background and the interest and aspiration to work in digital gaming that underpinned students’ decision to undertake games design courses compared to an interest in design per se. Gaming was the main motivating factor and a ‘lifetime’ of being a passionate gamer with expectations of new releases, new consoles, increasing polygons counts, changing controls, and so on, can be seen to contribute to the investment in technologies and technological upgrade that students described.


The following comments illustrate students’ perceptions of becoming a professional games designer and the importance invested in certain technologies: ‘I really did enjoy playing F.E.A.R, and I really did like making levels for it as well [but it would] be good if we could get a proper version, rather than the one we’ve had to use that doesn’t have everything the game is made from’. Here the design skill of making levels is seen as potentially limited by the perceived shortfalls of the tools that they had access to. To some extent this resonates with Kotamraju’s (2002: 16) suggestion that, ‘keeping abreast of new web technologies and changes to existing web technologies is such a challenge and necessity that it overrides the other components of the web design skill-set’. From the research conducted it was not completely clear to what extent keeping abreast of technologies was privileged over other components of their games design skill-set. Students’ awareness of games releases and technological developments was  though confidently identified. 


In tension with this focus on the ‘new’ and latest releases, there was skepticism from students about the possibilities for more far reaching change or innovation. As one student put it, ‘innovation is hard to do these days – I mean everything has been done once or twice already’, and they go on to add, ‘it’s just thinking of new things to add to games that already exist’. Upgrade can be understood from these comments as instrumental and, arguably, more in keeping with the risk adverse nature of games development that sees caution about uncharted areas and successfully games developed into sequels. The logic of perpetual upgrade remains, but is understood by these students as an industry and commercially bounded form of incremental development, addition, and supplementation. 


The sense of critical inquiry and reflection that is encouraged in students can also be seen to underpin perpetual upgrade. The following comments from one exchange of students illustrates how the desire to develop and improve informs playing experiences and attitudes to games: ‘I think any game you play, you think in the back of your mind “what could I add to make it better?”’; ‘you can’t help but sit there and every game you’re playing, no matter how much you’re enjoying it, you tear the hell out of it’; and, ‘it’s hard to properly enjoy a game’. This critical appraisal of games is not limited to games design students or industry professionals, but is also evident in trade press, Internet discussion forums and blogs, and so on. Specific to this games design higher education context, the ongoing critique of games is connected with a desire for students to develop their own games. For a graduate recruiter in digital games, this would be welcome to hear. For example, Matthew Jeffery, Head of recruitment for Electronic Arts (EA) Europe, at the London Games Career Week 2007 praised that, ‘graduates often come in with a lot more enthusiasm, with new ideas, willing to challenge the status quo compared to some of the experienced hires that we have seen’. Students’ critical appraisal and formulation of design ideas demonstrates and maintains the logic of perpetual upgrade and illustrates how this connects with specific situated understandings and practices.


The focus on design and new ideas was twinned, significantly, with developing technologies. Some students praised the approach of the Wii  - developing accessible forms of gaming beyond the ‘hardcore’ gaming market. Overall though, new design possibilities were tied to technological advance. Even if casual gaming markets were to be pursued, it was the Wii as a new console that allowed this. Moreover, indicative comments on the twinning of design and technologies include the statement: ‘design wise, you can get more creative the more technology you have behind the system, because you have a lot less limitations’. Recognizing this strand of responses from students, it is possible to identify how design is negotiated through and alongside technological upgrade.  
One of the tensions concerning the teaching of digital gaming within higher education is that the games industry moves so fast in terms technological development.  As a course tutor stated: 

It is difficult financially to keep abreast of the hardware that is required and then obviously follow it with the software.  It costs us tens of thousands if not hundreds of thousands to maintain that.  But you talk of different software, Photoshop to Photoshop CS, Photoshop CS 2, 3, whatever it is now, you know, you talk about 3D Studio Max versions 5, 6, 7, we’re on 9 now aren’t we?  So there are changes and improvements to the software but it is kind of a continual change isn’t it and continual improvements.

This overview illustrates the challenge to higher education and the related argument from some in industry that on-the-job training is the best form of preparation given that relevant games technologies are released so often and development companies have in-house tools. During London Games Week 2007 Rob Hardy, technical recruiter with EA describe how, described aspects of training at EA:

We have a graphics trainer and a programming trainer so if you want to go down and learn.  If I want to go down and learn Playstation 3 programming or Havoc programming or whatever, […] C++ fundamentals, then I can sign up to that course (author transcribed)


Similarly, Kim Blake of Blitz described the Blitz academy in-house training  programme that emerged in response to the release of the next generation of Nintendo, Sony and Microsoft consoles.  The perspectives from both higher education and industry indicate the continual upgrading of software and hardware, and the associated implications for training and how students can relate to themselves as designers in-the-making. 


Building on tutors’ suggestions and advice as to industry requirements, students’ relationships with games technologies were reconfigured with regard to how they could relate to themselves. The concern for technological upgrade was matched and interweaved with the concern for personal upgrade. This can be seen in the language of standards, and students were able to identify different editions of 3D Studio Max and, as the student discussing FEAR above does, differentiate between versions and releases. The following comment illustrates a changing relationship with games and the anticipation of design possibilities associated with a new release: ’Unreal Tournament 3 is coming out soon and I’m looking forward more to the editor than the game’. The expectation of a new release is intimately connected with the possibilities for new design horizons. The comment continues, ‘I’ll probably never play the game but I’d use the editor everyday, four-five hours a day easily’. In this second comment, the priorities and practices of personal development and improvement can be seen. For students, work-on-the-self was intricately bound up with digital technologies. For example, one student provided the following account: ‘I used to play games a lot as a hobby but since I started on a games design course I don’t play games half as much. I’ve got more into looking at them from a design point of view’. Here then, the university course context informed by industry requirements seems to prompt the student to engage with games technologies in a way that is bound to their personal development. 
Upgrading the self in an enterprise context
As noted, skills acquisition in relation to new technologies emerges in and with specific contexts. On this point, a distinction may be drawn with Kotamraju (2002” 2) who suggests that, “studying skill brings us closer to the work that people actually do, rather than the conditions in which they work”.  Returning to du Gay’s earlier comments, studying skills may also emphasize the conditions and contexts of work as well as the work that is actually undertaken. This approach allows for consideration of the nuances and contrasting forms of engagement across, for example, gamers purchasing a new console release and learning new button combinations; gamers purchasing a new console release to explore level design; games design students purchasing a new console release to explore level design; and so on. Offering these positions is not to reduce or instrumentally fix different ‘motivational economies’ (Banks and Humphreys, 2008; see also José Van Dijck and David Nieborg, 2009) involved in dynamic engagements with games. The intention is rather to appreciate the specificity of these engagements and contexts. The following section explores how governmentality literature can help to draw out the complex intermingling of perpetual upgrade and upgrade of the self within a higher education context. 


In tracing how upgrade of the self connects with other concepts referring to personal development and work-on-the-self, a useful parallel may be drawn with John Storey, Graeme Salaman and Kerry Platman’s (2005: 1033) study of freelance and contract workers in the media: ‘the findings of this study reveal the various ways in which freelance workers make sense of enterprise and how they understand themselves, and their employment experiences in terms of enterprise’. Whilst this research on games design students also focuses on ‘identity work’, wider organizational constructs, and work skills, it is the following suggestion that is of particular use: ‘the discourse of “enterprise” positions the new type of employee as responsible for their own success and failure, and seeks to position freelance workers in particular as actors responsible for developing their own skills” (Storey, Salaman, and Platman, 2005: 1049). Drawing on this framing in relation to digital games work, higher education and industry intersections illustrate how enterprise and work-on-the-self is constituted. For du Gay (1996), ‘enterprise’ has become the driving identity in the new economy, and Banks (2007: 47) suggests that, ‘it is arguable that in neo-liberal societies the central discourse that appears to underpin the formation of the cultural worker-self is the discourse of enterprise’. The following discussion of games design students’ personal development and commitment to preparing themselves as “industry-ready” (see Ashton, 2010) illustrates how the broader discourse of enterprise is manifested within higher education and the digital games industry. The “enterprise self” responsible for developing skills and undertaking work-on-the-self is common to both higher education and industry discourses of skills acquisition and being “industry-ready”. 


An instructive example of the higher education enterprise context and the games industry logic of perpetual upgrade intersecting, can be seen in the following advice by a tutor on skills development that was noted by a student: ‘when we were doing level design in the first semester, [a tutor] would often bring up things and say what sorts of talents they wanted, like working with Unreal [a game development engine]’.  Within the context of the course, students are made aware of industry requirements and the skills requirements facing them.  Further to this, many students were keenly aware of their own personal development ‘shortfalls’ and what would be required of them. Again, a useful comparison can be made with Kotamraju’s discussion of web design (2002: 19):  ‘employers may apply pressure on their employees to ‘keep up’, but employees, particularly in an era in which they will work for several companies in different capacities during a single lifetime, self-monitor to keep their skills current’. The idea of ‘self-monitoring’ and ‘keeping up’ ran throughout the interview and focus group exchanges with students. As one student stated, “by the time I finish this course, I’m going to have to learn stuff myself really if I even want to get a chance of getting somewhere.  So it’s all about your self-learning as well, trying to make yourself better […] different, new skills”.  Self-learning extended from learning software outside of their higher education course to recording their development within documentation and other appropriate forms orientated towards their career: ‘you’re always told to make a portfolio and keep everything up-to-date.  It’s just like a CV really isn’t it?’. Research conducted with students on placement within a university-based games development studio particularly illustrates the dedication and commitment that sees students becoming their own enterprise.

The following student’s description of his input into the university studio as volunteer prior to a full time placement indicates the ‘can do’ attitude to conducting oneself as a ‘social (and economic) actor’ (Banks, 2007: 47):

For the first year, all the designers were volunteers.  I was coming in my spare time: late nights, early mornings and between lectures, doing the work. Working till like 1 am at home to bring in the models the next day, go to a lecture then come back, you know working voluntarily totally

A clear overview of personal investment and efforts in volunteer work are described here. The critical implications of volunteer work that the governmental approach invites examination of can be drawn out through Rod Ryon’s analysis of internships in the USA. Ryon (2002: para. 15) describes how ‘an internship legitimizes or teaches the inevitability of contemporary corporate values via an introduction to “flex labour” in one’s “career” choice, not just as a summer job or ordinary student employment’.  The precariousness of contract work that those working within the industry describe as increasingly commonplace has been taken up by students during their time at university.  A course tutor highlights the apparent rewards of such commitment:

We’ve had students who have got placements because they’ve been working in the studio voluntarily and somebody has come along and seen what they’ve done and been impressed. It’s levels of professionalism as well, this person is prepared to put in extra time, you know, on top of their studies they do extra things

What strongly emerges from this account of voluntary work is how it is understood as professional.  Whilst the working practices of crunch and overtime are problematic within the industry and efforts are being made to eradicate this (see for example Relentless software and their website
 clock ticking down hours worked without crunch), a commitment to working voluntarily in this context is seen as impressive.  


This estimation speaks firstly to the issue of how voluntary commitment is positioned, regarded and channeled within industry, and secondly, to how certain students would adopt this practice of unpaid overtime as an industry norm and part of their familiarization process with the industry.  Digital gaming as described here is a hyper-accelerated scenario of what Andrew Ross  (online: n.d.) describes more broadly:

Nowadays, every knowledge industry employer recognizes the benefit of this kind of ideal employee, who is turned on by the challenge of risk, accustomed to sacrifice (long hours) in pursuit of gratification, and willing to trade his or her most free time and free thoughts in return for the gifts of mobility and autonomy 

Coupled with the accounts of being with games technologies reaching into early childhood that many students offered, we can see that the energies that go into digital gaming are particularly amenable for being channeled towards forms of productivity and expressions of commitment that means the ‘game will get finished’.  Given the popularly understood status of games as entertainment and leisure technologies, their development is bound up with assumptions about the sacrifices that will be made to work in the industry (see Deuze, 2007a). 


The comments offered by games design students illustrate how they embody discourses of enterprise. The forms of technological upgrade and skills acquisition described above that are crucial to games design form part of this enterprise ethos and students’ development as cultural workers.  Taking Banks’ (2007: 3) assignment that ‘cultural work refers to the act of labour within the industrialized process of cultural production’, helps to emphasize the entwinement of perpetual upgrade as an industrialized process and the enterprise discourse of work-on-the-self. The context and impetus for upgrading the self comes from industry and higher education, and this is further underpinned and perpetuated by the industry offering the practical means to upgrade in terms of acquiring and learning new skills. 


The “games designer” identity and the related understandings and practices that were described by students are underpinned by an upgrade logic that is mirrored, co-constituted and interweaved with industry commercial processes and strategies of upgrade. This is explicitly seen in the way that tools and technologies are understood and positioned in terms of a portfolio career and the enterprise self. Discourses of enterprise within neo-liberal societies and identifiable within higher education and digital gaming, are orientated towards celebrating the flexible, self-directed cultural-worker. Specifically with digital gaming, the emphasis on perpetual upgrade presents a framework within which aspects of the self may be articulated and negotiated. Banks (2007: 57) notes that the emphasis on ‘creativity’ and a celebration and love of cultural-work was fundamental so that the ‘governmentalized, individualized cultural workplace can inveigle workers into a precarious and high-risk game of economic survival’. Similarly, the discourse of upgrade plays out at the levels of industry strategy and the personal.  As enterprise of the self refers to work-on-the-self, upgrade of the self does so with reference to the dominant industry logic of perpetual upgrade. The emphasis on ‘upgrade’ and a celebration and love of technological advancement can, to borrow Banks phrase, inveigle students to ensure they too are keeping up.  Underlying this reading of work-on-the-self is the importance of knowing oneself in negotiation with technologies and technologies that are continually being upgraded.

Critical issues of upgrading the self 

Banks (2007: 61) suggests that a ‘corollary of being responsible for one’s own personal development’ is ‘an enhanced culture of self-blaming’. Shortcomings are those of the individual ‘who is not creative, pushy or talented enough’ (Banks, 2007: 62).  When translating this for games design students and the striving for technical proficiency, questions of failure and pressure are striking.  The concern for becoming “industry-ready” and competent sees technical proficiency internalized and a relentless, self-directed pursuit of personal upgrade in line with technical upgrade. In his discussion of cultural work, Banks (2007: 58) notes the emotional consequences and suggests that, ‘the love of the art can lead workers to neglect the care of the self’.  The implications of upgrading the self that were described by students are equally revealing.


Focus group research conducted with third year students on a mixed game theory and design course highlights some of challenges and anxieties students face.  Referring to Unreal Tournament 3, the engine for which was used in a number of games design courses contacted, a student stated ‘oh man, I got to make some and get through this book, it’s too much!’.  Along the same lines, students suggested that the course ‘might prepare you for loosing sleep!’; ‘being stressed’; and ‘for being at a computer and being “ugh”’.  The following comment explicitly raises the technical challenge within the course: 

Obviously people learn at different rates as well, so we were like waiting for others.  There is a huge difference between people that can do stuff and people that can’t and people who are struggling behind it’s hard for them to catch up to a higher standard, it sometimes results to them thinking I can’t do this

That technical proficiency was a source of anxiety is illustrated in the following: ‘I think we need more time with 3D programming and stuff because I still don’t know as much as want to know or need to know’.  A revealing turn of phrase here is ‘what or need to know’.  Clearly there are pressures of technical competency and skills that students need to know and, as highlighted in the earlier tutor comments, the remit of what is needed is continually changing.


These challenges and anxieties cannot be reduced or bracketed off as challenges of technical proficiency. Indeed, a significant element of these descriptions concerns the general demands of a degree course and working to deadlines. There is though a distinctive process of work-on-the-self that is fused with perpetual upgrade.  Banks (2007: 60) suggests the ‘rhetoric of enterprise culture places great emphasis on entrepreneurial “war stories” particularly regarding rites of passage and “hard knocks”’.  Hard knocks and rites of passage can be identified in terms of completing the degree course, undertaking work experience and seeking to “break into the games industry”. The rate and pace of personal development is connected with the rate and pace of upgrade, and the affinities between market cycles and personal development can take on an invasive element.  Students were aware of the limitations of university provided equipment and the comments on self-learning indicate the need to keep pace with industry developments outside their degree programme. The power of digital games industry-leading corporations is revealed here not in terms of popular discourses around corrupting vulnerable youths through violent videogames or limiting the diversity of cultural products with repetitive sequels. Digital gaming power can also be understood in terms of perpetual upgrade and as a power that ‘works through its specific exercise by individuals in embedded social and institutional contexts’ (Banks, 2007: 42). This account of digital games design students reveals the social and institutional higher education and games industry contexts through which students are impelled to upgrade the self in tandem with a promotional culture and industry strategy of perpetual technological upgrade and advancement. 


The implications of upgrading the self and the pathology of perpetual upgrade extend from players to students to games design professionals. As Tara Fenwick (2002: 708) suggests, ‘through the process of becoming social in a particular culture, people learn to represent or adapt some of these projections’. In this respect, contact with industry professionals (see Ashton, 2009b) can shape understandings of upgrade of the self and normalize this as a disposition. For example, conditions of work insecurity that students might face in relation to placements and work experience could be viewed productively in the light of comments from a full-time games designer working in an established industry studio, who identified that the temporary contract work might be useful for some industry workers in gaining different kinds of experience and access to different resources. He describes the temporary contract approach in the following terms: ‘after the projects have run their course we won’t actually have work for them to do.  Rather than have employees around who can’t do anything, we have to end their contract.  But as long as you walk into that knowing what is going on, it works for people’. Specifically in terms of keeping up-to-date, a tension can be identified between being out-of-work as it limits employability and industry relevance/standing, and the flexibility of contract work to move between studios to gain further experience. As Storey et al. (2005: 1043) suggest in relation to their study of media workers, ‘freelancers continually needed to “psych themselves up’ in the face of such insecurities’. Student accounts of how access to certain technologies enables upgrading of the self can be identified in terms of freelance work practices and career-long investments in upgrading the self. This seems especially the case in noting the standing and purchase of speakers at careers fair, industry guest speakers, and other forms of interaction and advice that inform ‘becoming’. Discourses of upgrade are not necessarily reproduced, but that it was clear that “war stories” and rites of passage accounts from industry workers would inform how students would make sense of their own future practices. As the earlier examples from EA and Blitz point to, ongoing technical proficiency is hugely important, and a recurring piece of advice was to adapt to industry insecurities and maintain responsibility for maintaining employability and being up-to-date.

In turn, moments of reflection and critique exist (see Ashton, 2010). As Fenwick (2002: 718) suggests, ‘enterprising selves are not unitary, and the energies of innovation constituting their subject position and fields of meaning cannot be contained or repressed for long – by organizations or by sociological constructs’. For example, interest in retro-gaming (see Newman, 2004) illustrates that upgrading the self is not necessarily irreversibly locked into a perpetual upgrade cycle with games. Along the same lines, the interventions by Relentless in limiting “crunchtime” and the approaches of Scratchware and la molleindustria point to the other stories and associations through which students may learn, or rather learn about, games design, games design industry, cultural work, and themselves.

Conclusion

This article has discussed upgrading the self as a conceptual framing for exploring the interweaving of the self with emerging technologies. The concept of ‘upgrading the self’ examines the intersection of the games industry strategy of perpetual upgrade with specific contexts for practices of work-on-the-self. 


The imperative for upgrading the self is a hugely important aspect of digital gaming that impacts upon a range of relations including players adapting to new forms of game controls and, as examined here, games design students trying to learn new software. The commodity logic of digital gaming sees new hardware and software being continually released.  Encountering these technologies and maintaining technical proficiency and being up-to-date requires work on oneself. 


The importance of context and situated understandings of game technologies can be seen by the case study of games design students.  With games design students, the higher education industry-orientated context and use for specific technologies made for distinctive iterations of upgrading the self. The acquisition of skills were entwined with technological advancement and this framed how students could understand and participate in their own identity work and professional upgrade. In embodying the ‘enterprise self’ ethos and taking responsibility for developing their own skills, students described anxieties around being industry-ready and sufficiently upgraded. These accounts illustrate the challenge of being flexible, self-directed workers willing to translate passion into productivity and work overtime in the pursuit of standards, benchmarks and skills.


Whether honing one’s skills to the necessary level to use a console or rejecting new advances in favour of past consoles or radical interventions, the concept of “upgrading the self” helps to signal practices of understanding oneself in relation to games technologies and the industry logic of perpetual upgrade.   
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