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Abstract 

Researchers and practitioners have both acknowledged the importance of attracting the right 

employees. The study aims to explore and analyze how Swedish gaming start-ups attract talent. 

The authors investigated eight gaming companies based in Sweden, conducting semi-

structured interviews with founding team or management team that were responsible for talent 

attraction in their respective companies. 

Study draws on theory of employer brand and examines how game development start-ups 

overcome their challenges in employee attraction context. 

Results of the research show that most gaming companies offer variety of employment benefits 

described in employment brand theory, but for them to have a competitive advantage, they 

should incorporate innovative new ideas in talent attraction. We propose an ‘employer 

innovation matrix model’ that can be a strategic talent attraction planning tool for companies. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background 

There is a general agreement that people are the backbone of every company. Good talent is 

what gives companies a competitive advantage over their rivals because talented employees 

are hard to find, replace and imitate (Ployhart, 2006). Barney and Wright (1998) tell us that 

companies which are good at attracting, selecting and keeping quality workers should be 

outperforming their competitors. Based on this observation Reuff and Stringer (2006) remind 

us that good talent is a scarce resource and that having the right people at the correct time and 

place is a critical or as they call it ‘make-or-break factor’. 

Organizations today are getting innovative in the way they are engaging with talent. There is 

increasing realization that being more innovative in sourcing, recruiting and attracting can give 

them a sustainable competitive advantage by enabling one to attract more of the right people 

who thereafter can drive innovation throughout the entire organization (Sahay, 2014). The real 

importance of talent attraction is the recognition that a “business cannot grow without the right 

talent. Just as importantly, businesses cannot reach the right talent without making a conscious 

strategic effort to do so” (Sahay, 2014, p. 57). 

Employer brand, such as the company’s or product’s brand is what attracts potential employees 

to a company. Therefore, if a company has spent time and resources to define and positively 

polish their employer brand, by setting out all the possible benefits potential employee would 

get, then there is a great chance that talent would be attracted to this company. One has to 

remember, that there has to be consistency to what is advertised and what is delivered, 

otherwise no matter how well you market your workplace, people probably will know what it 

is (Mosley, 2014). 

Swedish game development industry has been constantly growing since 2012 (Swedish Games 

Industry, 2018). The annual index of the industry tells us that in 2012 there were 145 game 

development firms employing 1967 people, whereas in 2017 there were 343 firms with 5338 

employees. It has been a nationwide employment growth of 171% over period of 5 years. We 

found this quite fascinating and it was elaborated in the index, that this rapid growth of 

computer game companies is quite unique in the world. 

The games developed in Sweden are released globally and new employees are also often 

recruited from the global market. Some factors for continuous growth are increased local and 
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regional clusters with incubators, accelerators and education, more entrepreneurs starting new 

companies, and the effects of the last couple of years of larger investments and acquisitions. 

Swedish game developers are characterized by their range and quality. Sweden has world 

leading developers within AAA/console, PC, mobile, VR, digital distribution and specialized 

subcontractors. One of the biggest challenges of the sector are indirect access to skills (Swedish 

Games Industry, 2018). 

1.2. Problem Statement 

Moser (2017) states that attracting new qualified people is one of the biggest challenges that 

new ventures have to face. Back in 2004 Cardon and Stevens (2004) concluded that 

understanding of human resource management within small and emerging firms is limited. 

Fourteen years later Greer (2016) concludes, that although it has been established that having 

quality talent within start-ups is one of the most critical and important factors of success, 

research and knowledge, as to how new ventures attract employees, stays very limited, 

therefore we recognize a gap in the literature. 

In Swedish game development industry (Swedish Games Industry, 2018) there is a shortage of 

competent people and each year the demand for new hires grows faster than people graduating 

from schools. Additionally, there is large number of small and emerging firms, which also 

needs to attract people. Keeping this in mind and knowing existing research limitations we 

propose that researching gaming industry in Sweden would add a perspective to the literature 

of industry which is in high demand for talent. 

Based on previous discussion we raise the following research question for this study: 

How do start-ups in Swedish gaming industry attract talent? 

The aim of this research is to explore how game development start-up companies in Sweden 

attract talent, therefore contributing additional insights to existing literature of particular field, 

to be more specific, results of the research, although performed in the limited research setting, 

could be added to general literature of how new ventures attract employees. Additionally, aim 

of the research is to help practitioners, namely, entrepreneurs with theoretical and practical 

framework they could use to manage employer attraction of their ventures. 
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1.3. Scope and Structure 

Research investigates relevant literature to our research question if fields of start-ups, employer 

branding and its relation to innovation. In further section we describe and argue for our research 

design, method of data collection, reliability and validity of the study as well as data analysis 

method. In fourth section of our research we will present findings in analyzed manner and 

finally at the end of the paper we will discuss our findings and propose a new model which 

emerged as a result of our study. 
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2. Theoretical framework 
To build up theoretical background of our research we will first start with explaining concept 

of employer brand and branding. In next section we will describe high-tech startups, which 

game development industry is part of. Then some of constraints that these start-ups have to 

face will be described. And finally, we will examine relation between innovation and employer 

branding, which will be further taken to our empirical research. 

2.1. Employer Brand & Branding 

As mentioned earlier, the origins of employer brand definition are based on marketing 

principles of company’s brand and in simple terms can be explained as composition of all 

employment’s benefits promised to employees (Ambler & Barrow, 1996). Theurer, et al. 

(2018) recognize that Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) puts it well from the perspective of 

employment offer in highly cited and popular view: “the employment brand highlights the 

unique aspects of the firm’s employment offerings or environment [...] and is a concept of the 

firm that differentiates it from its competitors [...] by attracting, motivating, and retaining the 

firm’s current and potential employees”. In other words, they also simplify the term and offer 

to look at employer brand as a “value proposition” to their current and potential employees or 

as it is also lately more conventionally described as Employee Value Proposition (Mosley, 

2014). Therefore, as we understand it, the higher recognition of the employer brand the better 

and more benefits to its employees the more attractive company is in labor market.  

Initially, Ambler and Barrow (1996), the founders of the concept, described three types of 

benefits - functional, economic and psychological, and we recognize, that Soulez & Guillot-

Soulez (2011) in their article about recruitment marketing explain these benefits in short and 

concrete manner. According to them, functional benefits or as they also call them functional 

opportunities are offering to provide employee with purpose, “meaningful work or activities 

encouraging personal growth”, furthermore economic benefits are generally all material and/or 

financial gains that employment offers. And finally psychological benefits give employees a 

sense of belonging and acceptance. 

Couple of years later Lievens & Highhouse (2003) reduced and restructured employer branding 

attributes to two – symbolic and instrumental. According to Soulez & Guillot-Soulez (2011) 

distinction between the two benefits are quite opposite to each other, meaning, that for example 

symbolic benefits include all intangible and subjective attributes, such as self fulfilment, sense 
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of belonging, opportunity to express oneself and alike. Whereas instrumental benefits would 

include workplace and organization within itself, wages and other financial benefits, a place to 

grow, and similar, therefore falling within category of all factual, objective and tangible 

benefits that employee is offered. To our understanding, Lieven’s & Highhouse’s (2003) edited 

classification did not significantly altered initial theory, therefor in further discussion, we will 

reflect to Ambler’s and Barrow’s (1996) original description. 

Knowing what employer brand consists of and what company could offer to potential employee 

is only theoretical part of the concept, but employer branding is the practical aspect of it. As 

Backhaus and Tikoo (2004) puts it, employer branding is “the process of building an 

identifiable and unique employer identity, and the employer brand as a concept of the firm that 

differentiates it from its competitors”. Process, as expected, is based on marketing principles, 

which means, that once employer brand has been established, it needs to marketed or promoted 

through various mediums to the target audience, which in this case are potential employees. 

Logically, to attract best people it is important to have best employer brand associations 

possible, but it is good to remember that it is not possible to please everyone, therefore in 

general companies have a mix of whole spectrum ‘from bad to great’ associations for the brand 

(Mosley, 2014). Finally, I find this quote from Mosley’s (2014) book could be awakening to 

firms, who might not be spending much time or resources on employer brand:  

“Your employer brand is defined by how people see you as an employer. Whether you manage 

it or not, whether positive or negative, accurate or misguided, you cannot escape the fact that you have 

an employer brand.” 

By having an understanding in domains of employee brand and branding concepts which are 

instrumental to employee attraction, in following sections we will explore high-tech start-ups, 

their constraints and how innovation can be related to employer branding. 

2.2. High-tech Startups 

According to Skala (2019) start-ups originally were referred to as “all economic entities 

entering the market” and this changed when start-ups began to be associated with specific 

categories of enterprises connected to information and communications technologies (ICT) 

whereby the internet as a medium plays an important role in communication. Breschi, et al. 

(2018) describes it as “a form of business in its early stages of development”. Steve Blank 

(2013), a Silicon Valley entrepreneur and one of the three creators of The Lean start-up 

describes it as “a temporary organization formed to search for a repeatable and scalable 
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business model”. Blank argues that a start-up is not a smaller version of a large company but 

rather it goals and ambitions to be a big company that will have a significant contribution in 

the market, its functions which include a continuous search of a business model that suits their 

operations and well defined financial structured which is at its last stages of development and 

includes sourcing for funds from external investors (Blank, 2013). 

Eric Ries, a renowned entrepreneur and author of “The Lean start-up” describes it as “a human 

institution, founded to create a new product or service in the conditions of extreme uncertainty” 

(Ries, 2011). Ries also says that start-ups should have an aspect of innovation curbed with a 

lot of uncertainty (Ries, 2011). Interestingly, Blank does not highlight, newness, technology or 

innovation or company age in his definition of a start-up but rather focuses on the ambitions 

and dynamics of the business development (Blank, 2013).  

Skala (2019) describes start-ups to being associated with running a business in its initial phases 

and implementing innovations and could be creative industries associated with creative design 

and fine art, entrepreneurship in science which includes technology and commercialization of 

inventions and the digital industry which involve communication processing technologies as 

the key elements of the business model and thus have been referred to as high-tech start-ups. 

Based on these categories, our thesis will focus on the last of these three groups; the digital 

industry; 

High-tech start-ups have been associated mostly with those that emphasize on inventions and 

innovations and invest heavily on research and development. Their products are competitive 

and fall under the short life cycle product markets (Milkovich, 1987). Löfsten & Lindelöf 

(2002) additionally, describe high tech start-ups to be those associated with inventions and 

have high technological risk, high degree of unpredictability and a limited understanding of 

customers, market segments, and competitors. However, they highlight that a high-tech start-

up should not have exceeded 25 years of operation (Löfsten & Lindelöf , 2002). 

Another important aspect that the authors point out regarding high tech start-ups is the need for 

an early market research as they must identify the clients early on (Löfsten & Lindelöf , 2002). 

The authors also mention that high tech start-ups rely on networking and thus their first clients 

will determine their referrals and reputation in the industry. Due to the short life cycle of their 

products, they must also grow quickly and internationally to exploit their potential (Löfsten & 

Lindelöf , 2002). 
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These aspects of high-tech start-ups is important in our research because it gives a deeper 

understanding of how high-tech start-ups operate, additionally, as mentioned previously game 

development industry is considered high-tech, since it is highly innovative and their products 

(games) do have relatively short life cycle. 

2.3. Some constraints facing High-tech Start-ups 

Start-ups are newly created companies with little or no operating history, producing cutting-

edge products and are designed to grow fast (Giardino, et al., 2015). The gaming industry falls 

under this category as well. The environment of high-tech start-ups has been described as 

extremely dynamic, unpredictable and even chaotic (Paternoster, et al., 2014). Because of the 

uncertainty of new markets and development of cutting-edge technologies, a number of 

challenges tend to face start-ups different from those faced by more mature companies 

(Paternoster, et al., 2014) (Crowne, 2002). 

According to Greer (2016), having talented employees is one of the most important success 

factors for early stage start-ups. However, new ventures especially in their seed stage face 

difficulties recruiting qualified personnel (Greer, et al., 2016). Navis and Glynn (2011) argue 

that new ventures need to make two types of recruitment-related identity claims. These are 

heterogeneous and homogeneous identity claims so that they can be perceived as attractive 

employers. Employment offerings and start-up legitimacy have been pointed out as some of 

the ways to attract potential employees (Moser, et al., 2017). 

New ventures are also described to be operating under high levels of uncertainty and limited 

public recognition, legitimacy and characterized by low organizational awareness and these 

have become their competitive disadvantages (Moser, et al., 2017). Attracting qualified 

employees, thriving in technology uncertainty, acquiring the first paying customer, getting 

funding, have been highlighted to among the challenges, perceived and experienced by early-

stage start-ups (Moser, et al., 2017) (Giardino, et al., 2015) (Crowne, 2002). Since our study is 

focused on employer brand attractiveness, we focus on the challenge of “attracting qualified 

employees”. 

2.4. Innovation and Employer Branding 

Due to the changing customer demands and lifestyles in the market, Baregheh, et al. (2009) 

argue that organizations need to innovate so as to capitalize on the opportunities offered by the 

changing market structure and dynamics. They further, explain that organizational innovation 
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can be performed in relation to products, services, operations, processes, and people (Baregheh, 

et al., 2009, p. 1323).  

Innovation is widely considered as “the life blood of corporate survival and growth” (Zahra & 

Govin, 1994, p. 183). It has been described as the process of creating something new which 

has economic value and can play a central role in creating value and sustaining competitive 

advantage (Baregheh, et al., 2009). Bessant et al. (2006) furthermore, explain innovation as a 

necessity and that it represents the core renewal process in any organization. For organizations 

to maintain their survival and growth prospects, they should therefore adapt innovation to the 

changing market dynamics (Baregheh, et al., 2009). 

All organizations whether new ventures or big corporates strive for a sustained corporate 

advantage for them to attain economic profit and to survive in an increasingly competitive 

market place. One of the ways of achieving this is through innovation (Anne-Mette Sivertzen, 

et al., 2013). According to Martin, et al. (2011), the link between employer branding and 

innovation is not direct but the two co-relate by creating a capital thought to impact innovation 

and corporate reputation as well as human and social capital (Martin, et al., 2011, p. 3620). 

Employer branding has defined by Ambler and Barrow (1996) is “the package of functional, 

economic and psychological benefits provided by employment, and identified with the 

employing company” whereas employer attractiveness has defined by Berthon, Ewing and Hah 

(2005) is “the envisioned benefits that a potential employee sees in working for a specific 

organization” (Ambler & Barrow, 1996, p. 8) (Berthon, et al., 2005, p. 156). 

Human resource which comprises of people is crucial for competitive advantage and often 

represents the main investment in knowledge intensive firms. Thus, the selection of human 

capital needs to be highly competent. If organizations attracts, finds, and retains qualified 

employees and combine their talents better than competitors, they can achieve an advantage 

(Wright, et al., 1994) (Boxall, 1996). According to Martin, et al. (2011), strong employer 

brands are believed to attract, engage and retain high-quality people to build innovation. 

However, it is not enough for firms to be innovative; rather they also have to be known for 

being innovative, which is often an important element in employer brands and branding 

(Martin, et al., 2011, p. 3620). 

According to Dr. Sullivan (2004), a Silicon Valley talent management thought leader, 

employment branding is one of the few long-term solutions to the shortage of talent which 

allows steady flow of applicants and is designed to manage the awareness and perceptions of 
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employees, potential employees, and related stakeholders with regards to a particular firm. He 

further explains that it involves the process of placing an image of being an attractive place to 

work for potential job seekers. Just like marketing and public relations, employment branding, 

should be designed to have a lasting image in the minds of the consumer. The net result of 

successful employment branding is that your organization’s exposure and reputation increase 

and to high potential applicants, you are one of the top employers of choice (Sullivan, 2004). 

Summary 

As we will further explain in methodology section, this paper is exploratory by its nature, as a 

result, design of the empirical research of this study will not be actively testing any theories or 

descriptions mentioned in this section of the paper. On the contrary, theory of employer brand 

and explanations of concepts of high-tech start-ups, their challenges and innovation’s relation 

to employer brand will provide us with sufficient background to understand the problem, which 

was initially raised, and explore how game development start-ups attract talent. In order to 

familiarize with main concepts of talent attraction and gain deeper understanding of our 

research setting, presented theory will be used as a guidance to design the empirical study and 

use it to discuss in relation of our findings. 
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3. Methodology 
In this section we further explain our research setting which is the Swedish gaming industry. 

Our focus will be on gaming start-ups. Our research nature is exploratory and qualitative by 

design whereby based on non-probability self-selection sampling technique; semi-structured 

interviews were chosen as data collection method. Reliability and validity issues will be 

presented and finally, we explain data analysis method used for further examination. 

3.1. Research Setting 

As previously mentioned, Swedish Gaming Industry has been set it as our research setting. As 

it will be further elaborated in sample collection section, we did not limit our geographical 

reach within Sweden as long companies fit small-sized firm criteria. Not surprisingly, because 

absolute majority of game development companies in Sweden are located in Stockholm 

(Swedish Games Industry, 2018) most of companies which participated in our research were 

Stockholm based. We did limit, however, using criteria of company size and turnover, which 

companies we use for our research. As it is also explained in further section, we performed our 

study within companies, which according to EU fall within small-sized firm definition 

(European Commission, 2016). 

3.2. Research Methodology 

Saunders (2016) explains that exploratory research nature is commonly applied to be able to 

gain insights and develop understanding into phenomenon of interest, therefore research 

questions often starts with “how” and “what”. As we stated earlier, not much has been 

researched about employee attraction factors in start-ups and small firms, therefore exploratory 

research nature was applied to find out more about previously unexplored research setting of 

Swedish Game Industry. 

When it comes to research design there are two major research methods – quantitative and 

qualitative. Quantitative design in simple terms is explained as method which analyses 

relationship between numeric data (numbers) whereas qualitative design is associated with 

non-numeric data, such as words, videos, images and similar data (Saunders, et al., 2016). It is 

further explained by Yin (2011) that qualitative research studies views and perspectives of 

people in their real-life environment to offer insights and additional information to help explain 

ongoing phenomenon and its social behavior. Since our aim is to explore the relationship 
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between social constructs it became quite obvious that we would need to adopt qualitative 

design for our research. 

Finally, inductive research approach, which we used in our study, can be derived as a 

causational result from using exploratory research nature of this study. Field of employer 

attraction within new ventures if relatively unexplored, therefor it is best to use inductive 

approach to gain additional insights. Saunders (2016) describes inductive research approach as 

a way to study a particular phenomenon and formulate new theories based on research findings 

and analysis, whereas deductive approach goes the other way around, meaning, first you adopt 

existing theory as the basis of the research and then test it in a research setting of the study. 

There is also abductive approach, which is somewhat a combination of two the aforementioned 

(Saunders, et al., 2016). 

3.3. Sample and Data Collection 

3.3.1. Sample Selection 

To answer our research question, we targeted firms which according to EU definition 

(European Commission, 2016) corresponded to being small-sized, meaning, they needed to 

have from 10 to 49 employees and their annual turnover could not exceed 10million Euros. We 

chose to focus on small-sized companies, since we wanted to explore firms which have grown 

more than just founding team and core team members and had some experience attracting 

talent, but at the same time they were not too big and/or too well known in the local gaming 

industry.  

Thanks to Uppsala University’s library access to Bolagsinfo (information on Swedish 

companies), through Retriever Business webpage (Retriever Business, 2019) we were able to 

access list of 35 Swedish companies that fell within our criteria. It is worth mentioning that we 

used NACE (The common European classification system is known as the "Statistical 

Classification of Economic Activities in the European Community", using the abbreviation 

"NACE". (Retriever Business, 2019)) code 58.210 which include game development and 

publishing (Utgivning av dataspel - Publishing of computer games) as an additional filter. 

Out of 35 companies to 19 were sent invitations for an interview by email, filling out the online 

forms on company websites or by looking up company’s LinkedIn profile and trying to connect 

directly with the person responsible for hiring, who in many cases was CEO or COO, but in 

other cases HR manager. Another 16 companies from the list were disregarded to various 
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reasons, but to name a few, some firms listed were holding companies and some were 

specializing in other IT services different than game development. 

Having fairly limited pool of companies in our sample and due to low activity of companies 

responding to our invitation we needed to expand our search. Luckily, it was early on noticed 

that LinkedIn provided suggestions to explore companies that were similar to what we were 

looking. After further investigation we realized that many similar game development 

companies have registered their main activities using NACE code 62.010 (Dataprogrammering 

- Computer programming activities). Unfortunately, finding out which company had their main 

business activity as game development using this NACE code made task much harder since 

Bolagsinfo returned 720 companies which fit our filtering criteria, but most of them not being 

related to game development (Retriever Business, 2019). It was then decided to use LinkedIn’s 

suggestions to explore similar companies to those we knew. After establishing that those 

companies have game development as their main activity and further confirming that they fit 

small-size company filter criteria through Bolagsinfo we sent 14 additional invitations for an 

interview. 

All in all, from 33 invitations sent we received roughly about half the amount of responses and 

from that another half (8) agreed to be interviewed. Firms that declined mentioned that they 

are very time restricted therefore cannot do it currently and some offered to get back in June, 

but others were quite simply not interested to participate. We assume that Easter Holiday, 

Labor Day and year-end tax season which happened around the same time, played a big role in 

half of our interview invitations remaining unanswered. Additionally, since we are conducting 

research in Sweden, we propose that invitations sent out in English had its negative toll as well. 

Saunders (2016) explains that homogeneous sampling is used when study is focusing on 

particular subgroup. Since our study is specifically focusing on small-size game development 

companies in Sweden we can argue that having sample of 8 companies is sufficient. 

Additionally, based on the aforementioned that our research subjects were free to choose to 

participate in our study and by doing so showed interest in it, our sampling method can be also 

explained as self-selection sampling (Saunders, et al., 2016), which is quite common when 

study has exploratory nature. 

3.3.2. Data Collection 

Data for exploratory research can be collected in multiple ways, such as through literature 

research or interviewing experts of particular fields. Additionally, interviews can be conducted 
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with individuals that fit your study or focus groups. Saunders (2016) also mentions that these 

interviews would be fairly unstructured because of the exploratory nature of the research. As 

for relatively unstructured interviews there are two options - semi-structured and unstructured 

interviews. The semi-structured ones include some questions and themes of interest, but 

depending on interview can vary but unstructured interviews which are also described as-in 

depth interviews, on the other hand, does not have any particular prepared list of questions, but 

still has a main theme or objective to be discovered (Saunders, et al., 2016). 

For our study we decided that having semi-structured interviews would help us understand 

more of the phenomenon at the same time keeping us on track and returning to questions that 

we wanted to explore. As mentioned before, during our study we conducted 8 interviews with 

people who were directly responsible or involved in hiring new employees, such as CEOs and 

COOs for relatively smaller companies or HR managers and professionals for firms that have 

grown more. All interviews proved that we talked to the right person to help answer our 

research questions, since none of them had any struggles providing comprehensive information 

about our topic. 

All interviews except one were conducted via online video chat platform similar to Skype. The 

interviews were recorded during interviews with a recording app on mobile phone as well as 

screen recorded. One interview was conducted face-to-face by physically visiting game studio 

and meeting its CEO. All interviews were conducted in English and they took between 25 to 

85 minutes. Although the interval is quite large, we believe that in shorter interview we 

collected similar amount of necessary data that longer ones. Some people talked a lot about 

somewhat unrelated topics and due to our exploratory nature, we wanted to see where they will 

get us, but other people were more to the point of our main research topic.  

Interview guide that we used can be located in Appendix A. It has 8 main general questions 

and some of them have some sub questions. Additionally, according to information gathered 

about each specific company, some supplementary questions were prepared. Interview guide 

was largely formulated using theoretical framework described in previous section, which, as 

previously described, was used as a guideline in design of empirical research. 
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3.4. Research Quality 

3.4.1. Reliability 

Research reliability is associated with ability to replicate research (Saunders, et al., 2016), 

therefore, if someone else were to do the exact same research and followed steps described in 

the paper and achieved the same of similar results then the research can be considered as 

reliable. But it is argued further that qualitative research does not necessarily is envisioned to 

be replicated since “it will reflect the socially constructed interpretations of participants in a 

particular setting at the time it is conducted” (Saunders, et al., 2016). Nevertheless, it is 

important to explain research design, methods used and other context which occurred during 

the study, that if it is necessary, similar study can be done in attempts to replicate this one. In 

general research reliability is sometimes divided into two - internal reliability and external 

reliability. (Saunders, et al., 2016).  

To ensure internal reliability it is suggested to have more than one researcher performing study. 

That way each one can make sure that interviews went according to initial plan as well as 

further analysis of the data is agreed upon (Saunders, et al., 2016). Since this study was 

consistently worked by both researchers in close contact and together participating in 

interviews as well as analyzing data, we believe that internal reliability has been ensured to a 

high standard. 

External reliability on the other hand is questioning if data collection techniques and data 

analysis methods used by researchers again or by someone else would produce consistent 

findings (Saunders, et al., 2016). As mentioned previously qualitative research is not 

necessarily intended to be replicated, because of its nature, but nevertheless, we thoroughly 

explained our data collection techniques and data analyzing methods to improve external 

reliability of this study. 

Additionally, to improve reliability of our study we attempted to minimize several errors and 

biases described by Saunders (2016). For example, participation error which alters the way 

interviewee responds was minimized in two ways – firstly, participants were free to choose the 

time and date for the interview which suits their schedule best, therefore being completely 

available to talk and not disturbed by rushing to tackle the next task. Secondly, we sent to 

interviewees our general interview guideline questions, so they could have a look at what we 

are interested and somewhat prepare as to what they would like to share. This way if after some 
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time someone would ask similar questions it would be higher probability that similar responses 

would be given. 

If the participant has any reason to give false response then that would be characterized as 

participant bias (Saunders, et al., 2016). In order to tackle this bias, it was ensured that 

participation would be fully anonymous and that data collected would be used only is compiled 

manner, meaning, no names of companies or their representatives would be mentioned in 

research. Additionally, since we asked some of the questions that directly affected the 

company’s staff, it was kindly requested that interview would be conducted in room or separate 

space where other people could not overhear answers, therefore our respondents were able to 

freely communicate. 

Researcher’s errors which are described by factors that could affect his or her interpretation of 

what was said (Saunders, et al., 2016), were attempted to be mitigated by researching more 

about the company and person interview will be conducted. For example, some of the 

interviewees were fairly new in their positions, therefore we avoided asking too detailed 

questions about company but rather focused on their direct experience as being new hires 

themselves. Also knowing more about the company and person from secondary data allows to 

more relate to the interviewee and therefore avoid miscommunication and misinterpretation of 

what is said.  

Finally, Saunders (2016) accounts for researcher’s bias, which is defined by factors which 

create a bias towards the responses in the interviews. Although, by sending our interview 

guideline we might have negatively affected this bias, we believe that because of that our 

further involvement in the interview became quite minimal. In random sequence we talked 

about the points that we were interested, but because people knew beforehand of what the 

interview would be about, sometimes interviewees could speak for several minutes 

uninterrupted elaborating about phenomenon of our research. Occasional follow-up questions 

that were asked and sometimes examples which were given, to communicate more clearly, 

could be accredited to researcher’s bias. 

3.4.2. Validity 

Research validity questions if research has been carried out using appropriate methods to 

answer the research questions and appropriately address phenomenon being studied, 

additionally it is necessary to argue about generalizability of the findings (Saunders, et al., 

2016). As mentioned before, due to research setting being new and having limited knowledge 
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in existing literature, we believe that qualitative research with use of semi-structured interviews 

were one of the better ways to explore phenomenon of our interest. Additionally, in attempt to 

reduce ambiguity and increase research validity we tried to ensure that extensive elaboration 

and arguments of methods chosen are provided throughout the paper (Saunders, et al., 2016). 

Although our sample is relatively small and consists of only 8 interviews, we managed to 

capture and interview roughly 20% of all game development companies known to us that fell 

within our research sample frame. Since it was early acknowledged that our sample size and 

research design would not be able to provide high generalizability, but would be enough to 

explore the phenomenon of our interest in order to answer our research question in highly 

attractive and interesting research setting, self-selection sampling technique was deemed as 

sufficient (Saunders, et al., 2016). 

It is worth to note that Saunders (2016) recognizes that unstructured and semi-structured due 

to their in-depth data collection method embed a high level of validity. Interviews therefore 

need to be conducted with care in addition to using clarifying questions use probing techniques 

and ask questions from different angles. It is recognized that interviews conducted during study 

were approached with an utmost care. We were asking follow-up or questions of clarifications 

and at some points previously answered questions were rephrased from different perspective 

to see if answers would remain the same or similar. 

Research reliability and validity were concerns that were raised early, therefore although there 

are certain limitations and possibilities to errors and biases, we believe that research conducted 

is reliable and valid as much as chosen research methods allows. 

3.5. Data Analysis 

We choose thematic analysis as a method to analyze data collected from the interviews. It is a 

common method used to analyze qualitative research and we use it because our data has a wide 

range of questions for interviews, which were recorded as audio transcripts and videos, which 

we must disseminate and make sense from them. According to Braun & Clarke (2006) this 

method can be effectively used by qualitative researchers and can be combined with any 

theoretical framework and it allows rich and complex description of data. Patterning across 

language does not require any adherence to any language or explanatory theories for human 

behaviors or experiences (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Boyatzis (1998) mentions that themes help 

structure data and makes it easy to analyze.  
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It involves the process of recognizing that something is important, making sense out of it, 

contextualizing it to give relevance and finally interpreting it with the rest of the empirical data 

collected (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Braun and Clarke mention that the recommendation should 

not be viewed as a linear model since one can proceed to the next phase without completing 

the previous one. The researcher might also decide to collapse two themes together or to split 

a theme into two or more sub-themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

In this paper, we conducted thematic analysis the inductive way whereby theme development 

is directed by the content of the data. The following steps shows how we did our analysis: 

1. Familiarization with the data - This phase involves reading the transcripts and 

listening to the recordings more than one time until you are very familiar with the data 

contents before going any further. We had eight interviews which were transcribed and 

complied into one document to make it easy to navigate through the contents. 

2. Generating initial themes - It involves examining and organizing the data in a 

meaningful and systematic way to identify patterns of meaning (potential themes). 

Since we had a specific research question in mind, we highlighted each segment of data 

that was relevant or one that captured something interesting about our research 

question. A theme is a pattern that captures something significant or interesting about 

the data or research question (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

3. Reviewing the themes - It involves checking the highlighted themes to determine 

whether they tell more about the data and if they can be elaborated to answer the 

research question. In this phase, themes are typically refined, modified and further 

developed. The initial themes are either merged split or discarded. Themes share, 

meaning underpinned by a central idea or concept (Braun & Clarke, 2006). At this 

point, we gathered all the data that is relevant to each theme. The next step involved 

considering if the data associated with each theme really supported it and whether they 

work in the context of the entire data. 

4. Defining and naming the themes - This is the final refinement of themes phase; it 

entails working out the scope and focus of each theme and determining the narrative 

each presents. It also involves deciding on an informative name for each theme. 

5. Writing up - The final phase involves putting down the themes defined and 

contextualizing the analysis in relation to the data in manner that conveys all the 

intended message and meaning. 
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4. Findings 
In this section we present the findings and analysis of data from semi-structured in-depth 

interviews that we conducted. Since anonymity was guaranteed, we labelled company names 

using alphabetical letters, the founding year of companies, number of employees and the role 

of the interviewees in their respective companies are also indicated as shown in diagram below: 

Company Founded Number of 

employees 

Respondent 

A 2015 13 COO 

B 2014 10 CEO 

C 2016 12 CEO 

D 2014 25 CEO 

E 2012 43 HR 

MANAGER 

F 2018 54 HR 

MANAGER 

G 2010 17 CEO 

H 2009 50 HR MANAGER 

Figure 1 - Description of gaming companies interviewed. Source: Own 

Presentation of findings  

As explained in section 3.5., we derived our themes from recognizing something is important, 

making sense out of it, contextualizing it to give relevance and finally interpreting it with the 

rest of the empirical data collected. They include: (i) Passion for games, (ii) Unique and 

exciting products, (iii) Competitive base salaries, (iv) Dynamic, creative and flexible work 

environment, (v) Cultural fit, (vi) Talent attraction challenges facing gaming start-ups, and 

(vii) Innovation in talent attraction. The themes are discussed below: 

(i) Passion for games  

Majority of the interviewees mentioned passion and attraction towards games as one of the 

motivators that pull people to want to work in a gaming start-up. The terms passion, love, like, 

interest and enthusiasm were repeatedly used by our respondents to explain the attitudes 

towards game development. 
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For instance, the respondent of Company A mentioned that people interested in gaming see the 

industry as “sexy”. Besides, he explains that their nature of work is challenging since they are 

high tech and data driven, some people quit after a year or so if they find the job wasn’t meant 

for them. As he puts: “I think it’s not for everyone. Even though it looks like ‘Ah, it will be 

challenging, it will be fun, it will be something new’“. Company C’s respondent says they are 

at the very forefront of new technology such as using Virtual Reality and Augmented Reality 

and a lot of programmers feel excited to work with new tech. 

CEO of Company D points out that everyone in their company is really into games and she 

believes people apply to join the team if they really like games and developing them. Company 

G’s founder mentions that after the company they were working for went bankrupt in 2009, he 

and a colleague who were really into gaming and loved working together founded Company G 

in 2010. In his own words as he put it: “This company is.. it’s a labor of love”. Company F‘s 

HR also mentions that a lot of people in games are super passionate about what kind of games 

they want to build and if the company does not give that space and freedom they will move to 

another company. As he puts it: “.. I think is kind of common in the games industry that people 

really can follow the passion rather than what makes sense, to a larger extent, compared to 

people in other industries.” 

The CEO of Company C mentions that she had been playing games since she was 3 years old 

and by 14 years her dream was to run a gaming company. As she puts it: “I have been playing 

games since I was very young, like 3 years old or so. Then I played a lot of games when I was.. 

especially.. 14 old. So at that point I decided, I.. my dream in my life was to run a games 

company in the future.” Then she continues explaining about working as a CEO of the firm: “I 

like it very much! It’s great!” The CEO of Company B who is a veteran in the gaming industry 

with close to 20 years’ experience also mentions passion as a driving influence in the gaming 

industry. He self-taught himself about games and has no prior education. 

(ii) Unique and exciting products  

The products, which are games that companies make are an attraction to potential employees. 

Company A‘s COO mentions that they work on unique exciting products and he believes that 

is the reason people look their way when looking for jobs. For Company G, he mentions that 

people are attracted to the games they make which are art animations and mainly about 

craftsmanship. Their niche is uncommon and needs creative people. When CEO of Company 

G was asked about what attracts people to their company, he replies: “I think mainly our games. 

The stuff that we’ve done so far. They see that that is something different.” 
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For Company B the ability to produce beautiful & unique games is the core engine of the 

company. One of their previous products had been downloaded 5 million times. They refer to 

their games as beautiful and exciting. Additionally, our respondent for Company B mentioned 

that job seekers in the Swedish the gaming industry, look for jobs that are working on exciting 

products. He further adds that people are also looking for companies that can offer them 

fulfilment. 

Company C‘s CEO describes the company to be at the very forefront of technology. As she 

puts it: “We are at the very forefront of technology! Working and creating a future! I think 

that’s super exciting and I think a lot of other people find it exciting to work at the edge of 

technology!” 

(iii) Competitive base salaries  

According to our respondents, job seekers are not attracted by salaries as a top priority when 

considering potential employers. They mentioned that the industry pays well. As Company D’s 

respondent puts, the salaries in the gaming industry are good but exciting, unique and 

innovative products attracts people more than wages. Company B’s CEO who has been in the 

industry for almost 20 years states that salaries are not the highest factor that people in the 

gaming industry use when looking for jobs. He describes the people in games to be driven by 

other motives such as ability to work on exciting products. He furthermore explains that in 

Sweden compared to other countries globally, status is not tied so much to job earnings. As he 

puts “A lot of American or foreign investors or executives who came to Sweden be confused by 

inability to manipulate people with cash compensation or with money. They actually have to 

appeal to these people. And they think about their motivations from a creative or their personal 

fulfillment point of view.” “I’ve never seen a young developer in this country be aggressive in 

the salary negotiation or the compensation negotiation. All they wanna know about is what 

they are working on and how they can improve professional during projects.” 

At Company G, the founder says sometimes employees go to him regarding salary negations 

but not often, and they always discuss and agree of the possibility on salary increase. 

Likewise, to Company G, the founder mentions salaries to be decent and the motive is to make 

employees comfortable so that they can focus on efficiency at work rather than pay. Company 

E‘s HR mentions head hunting to be expensive and job seekers find it attractive if they see a 

potential increase in their salary. For Company D, since they operate globally, they pay their 
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salaries fairly to each other, but pay is slightly adjusted according to the respective countries 

that their employees work. 

(iv) Dynamic, creative and flexible work environment  

Gaming companies operate on a high pace and thus companies need people who are self-driven 

and take responsibility to finish tasks. In Company A, the working hours are flexible, employees 

get to perform tasks at their own time so long as they deliver. They are keen on hiring and 

retaining competent people who can produce results with minimum supervision. 

Company D‘s CEO with 25 employees who operate globally without an office mentions that 

people are attracted by the flexibility of their operations as they can work from home, cafes, 

libraries or any spaces they prefer as long as they are productive. As she puts it: “I think the 

flexibility just enables us to actually be creative. To let the people who have in the industry for 

a long time and who now have predominantly families, but who have expertise to continue in 

this industry rather than switching to something that offers greater flexibility.” 

In Company B, they have a flat management structure where everyone’s opinion is valid. They 

all work in a shared space and the environment is informal. Their working hours are flexible. 

Employees are self-driven and responsible for respective assigned tasks. Lunches are taken 

together as a team and every Friday they meet over beer to reflect on the week. Our respondent 

for Company B who is also the CEO terms the environment as creative where a lot of team 

work and consultations happen. 

The environment in Company G stands out as attractive and enables creativity. They have all 

the amenities under one roof e.g. gym, a music practice area, kitchen, creatively organized 

meeting rooms and they even offer accommodation for interns who perhaps might lack a place 

to stay due to housing challenges in Stockholm. He adds that the location and structure of their 

office which is a 15 roomed villa close to the sea in a nice neighborhood is one of the attractions 

that pull people to work with them. They often meet up for beers and have parties once every 

spring, autumn, summer and winter. Since most people working in the company are parents, 

they have flexible work hours. He mentioned a time when they overworked and lost some 

people: “When we did our first game, we almost worked ourselves to death and that was a 

very, very expensive lesson, because people got really ill, and we lost a lot of people due to 

that. Since then we have been much better..” 
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(v) Cultural Fit 

In the gaming industry, cultural fit stood out to be an important factor when companies are 

considering acquisition of talent. Specifically, employers were looking for people who could 

fit to their teams and often consulted each other when it comes to bringing in a new person to 

the team. The following are quotes from some of our respondents emphasizing the importance 

of cultural fit when they are considering bringing in new employees on board: 

 “We want people that has, you know, great sense of responsibility.” “You can do the 

work you should be doing, but you can do it from home or here or, you know, as long 

as we sync up.” “We want people to come here and ‘drive the bus’.” “We really want 

them to be part of developing our product. We rarely, you know, pick people that we 

see that only sits there and, you know, tell them what to be done.” - Company A 

 “We are small. And one of the unique things at ‘Company B’ is that the core team here 

have known each other for about 10 years, they known each other.. some of them know 

each other since childhood. So they are very tight knit and they need to be involved in 

a hiring process, it’s very important.” “The process of finding those people, 

particularly, when the team is small you have to get everybody involved.” “If anyone 

on the team says: ‘I do not like that person. Don’t hire them!’, then you don’t hire 

them.” - Company B 

 “It’s super important to fit with the team, culturally. To not take too much space, 

because we are a team that are very listening into each other and, you know, sensitive 

to each other’s feelings. And we want to take care of each other, so we can’t have 

someone who, like, dominates the whole team, when we bring someone in.” - Company 

C 

 “A hiring process even when its somebody that we know, works as – ok, applicant 

comes in and we say.. Well, even before someone says: ‘We need another coder!’ And 

I say: ‘Ok, that’s great! Who wants to part of the interview committee?” And the 

interview committee, sound very official, but is just 5 of us or 6. And some people are 

responsible for cultural fit and some people are for checking if the technical skills are 

there.” - Company D 

 “During lunch hours there is a lot of gaming going on. […] They are playing Switch. 

And a lot of people who work here are really, really interested in computer game. There 

are that kind of culture, they are all that kind of people. I guess I am the only one who 
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haven’t never played computer game before. […] Maybe I will start soon.” - Company 

E 

 “When we meet the person.. in that meeting the people that would work with that person 

would also be in that meeting, because that is so important. And it’s so important that 

we really need to like each other, because we are a small company. And here is certain 

culture in this company. You need to fit in.” - Company G 

(vi) Talent attraction challenges facing start-ups 

Getting the right people for a small company is important but it is a challenge for gaming start-

ups. From our interviews, company founders mentioned that besides getting applications, the 

expertise and skills they need sometimes is rare to find. According to Company C’s CEO, there 

is a shortage of people with specific programming expertise. As she puts it: “We need people 

who know the new technology and it’s very hard to find people. Especially, people who know 

so-called ‘Dev-ops’ or Back-End programmers, they are very few and you need a lot of them, 

and they are super expensive. And because they are so few and because it’s so specialized 

education.” 

For Company G, one of the challenge is telling the world they exist and mingling with other 

firms of the gaming industry. “Something that we are really terrible at is networking. [...] We 

are so, sort of, sucked into our own products and what we do. [...] We do not go to parties, we 

don’t socialize as much as we should.”, he says. Company E respondent says head hunting is a 

costly and time-consuming way of talent attraction. Housing challenges in Stockholm stood 

out as a challenge to many companies. Most internationals find it hard to relocate. For some 

companies like G, they mentioned to offer housing solutions to interns seeking to work for 

them. Migration policies and rules also limit searching for talent abroad and thus some 

companies like B seek talent within the European Union.  

For Company F which is growing rapidly, the challenge to be able to attract the right people 

with growth. As he puts: “So far so good. That’s going to be one of our challenges – to be able 

to grow fast but still be able to hire the right people”. Company H mentions that one of the 

drawbacks of being a smaller company is not being known and the trouble for them is 

marketing and getting people to know about them thus it's hard to attract talent. As he puts: “It 

is always easiest to recruit people right after we announce a game, however, we need the talent 

before we actually announce the game.” 
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The flexibility of employees to shift from one company to the other can be considered a 

challenge. Since it takes a lot of time and effort to hire someone, employees leaving to another 

company is a loss to employers. Company B’s respondent mentions that in Stockholm, 80% of 

the gaming companies are in one place, within 1 square kilometer radius and thus it is easy for 

people to move from one studio to the next. Some of the reasons people move are: Employees 

want where its flexible to work, where there is a lot of diversity and fun and some want to 

change the size of the firm they want to work with, maybe to a smaller or bigger team. 

(vii) Innovation in talent attraction 

Majority of the gaming companies we interviewed offer potential employees' fulfillment for 

their work-related needs. Additionally, for them to stand out, they have to bring in new ideas 

which include creative thoughts that are practical and are applicable as solutions to the market 

needs. The innovation aspects of gaming companies interviewed are presented below: 

♦ Company A 

They use the attractive location of X where they are based in one of the upcountry parts of 

Sweden to attract talent. As our respondent puts it: “.. it’s not Stockholm so we try to talk about 

just the area, the quality of life – you have like five minutes getting to work, you have the forest 

you have all of the snow, we have the skiing. So we really want to, sort of, enhance the city 

and, you know, its surroundings. Ok? We know we are up in the north, but this is all the things 

that you wouldn’t get if you go to a Stockholm company, for example. So, that would be the 

first thing when we do advertisement.” This aspect is considered an innovative aspect because 

it presents additional benefits that one can get from the company. 

♦ Company B 

According to our respondent, the company would want to remain small so that they can be 

efficient and manageable. They intend to grow from 9 to 25 in the near future. They also strive 

to ensure employees earn decently. As he puts: “Sometimes, in the past, people have said: ‘This 

is what I want.’ and I say: ‘That’s too low! You know you are worth more than that!’ and I 

would pay them more that. That’s been up to 20% increases in some circumstances. Because, 

what you don’t want is someone to join your company on their old salary and then find out 

after six month to a year that they have been underpaid on both of those jobs, and then they 

would leave for a better paid job. I want them to be secure straight away, because of retention 

is.. hiring the right people is the most important thing to do in this business, and then retaining 

these people is really important.”. This aspect is considered innovative because it involves 
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going the extra mile to ensure you retain your employees by ensuring they are comfortable 

since good talent is hard to find and replace. 

♦ Company C 

Company C personalizes their job adverts to appeal to job seekers. They want applicants to see 

that they are personal and not generic. As she puts: “We added our AD on LinkedIn which was 

shown to be really efficient to get applicants. We got 145 applicants for our recent position, 

which is awesome for a small studio. What we did was, you know, we wrote about the company, 

and, like, about the role especially, actually. There wasn’t much focus on the company, but on 

LinkedIn I made sure to add my LinkedIn profile connected to the job.” “I think it’s important 

to show the personal connection. As soon as people apply, making sure that we are fast, or as 

fast as we can. And reply to people and being personal, not just, like, generic answering to 

everyone.” Personalized content manages to attract consumer interest. Compared to generic 

ads which could be easily ignored, personalized content talks to them directly. 

♦ Company D  

Employees live around the globe and they have no centralized office. They either work from 

home, from a cafe, or any other place they find suitable. Communication is done via Slack, 

Google Hangouts, chat, and email but they also greatly value face to face meetings, and 

therefore have regular meetings in the physical world. Working remotely in itself is innovative. 

As the CEO of Company D puts: “There is a lot of complaining about: ‘Well, there is a lot of 

overtime and I am always at work’, and then people leave. … I thought: ‘Well, why don’t you 

just let people live and work where they feel good? Right? Instead of commuting a lot, how 

about you let them to manage their own schedules?’”. 

She continues to elaborate how working remote also encourages flexibility and productivity. 

As she puts: “I think the flexibility just enables us to actually be creative. To let the people who 

have in the industry for a long time and who now have predominantly families, but who have 

expertise to continue in this industry rather than switching to something that offers greater 

flexibility.” 

Working with global employees has benefited Company D with talent that perhaps could have 

been difficult to find in one place or the impossibility of having to ask employees to relocate 

to Sweden. 
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♦ Company E 

It is a small company focused on short term projects and a particular genre of games. They tend 

to attract people with a specific interest. Their strategy is to create unique high-end production. 

What is innovative about Company E is that they capitalize on short term projects and want to 

remain small. As our respondent puts: “When I tell them about working here as developer, it’s 

like, the projects – they are short. I mean, otherwise you can be in a project for, like, years, 

before they release the game. Here we release the game and start every 6 months. So they are 

shorter, each project. And then you work with different crew each time, which is really 

stimulating as well. … I think that’s an important thing if you are an artist or a developer.". 

She continues to describe why remaining small is important. As she puts: “We have not the 

ambition to grow, to become, like a 1000. We have the ambition to grow maybe to 60 and we 

are 40 today. It’s very familiar feeling here. We are interested into each other, we care for 

each other, we help out. It’s really nice company to work.” 

♦ Company F 

Focused on empowering everyone to create games. They are new to the industry and are 

focused to create a studio where everyone can speak freely, a place where it’s okay to make 

mistakes, where everyone shares knowledge and keeps learning. They have creative spaces that 

allows people to invent. Their innovative aspect is that they offer compensation package and 

have competitive salaries. They also offer stock options in the company and profit-sharing 

program. People are attracted by the founders which are super senior and well known that could 

be their innovative aspect. Also, they talk about transparency of what they are doing, which is 

rare too. As our respondent puts: “The people, the founders and the people that joined us early 

- they stand out. In the industry they have a very strong network so people know who they are. 

And the other thing is that we are quite transparent with what we are building and doing.” 

“We also stand out quite a bit when it comes to the total comp. packages – we have very 

competitive salaries, but we also offer stock options in the company and a profit sharing 

program.” 

♦ Company G 

Due to the housing challenges in Stockholm, Company G offers accommodation to their interns 

who fail secure a place to stay during their internship period. The location of their office and 

house is also an attraction. It is close to the sea, 15 rooms in the building with comfortable 

offices designed creatively, gym area, kitchen, and music area. This is considered innovative 
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as it solves the housing challenge need and thus applicants wouldn’t have to worry about where 

to stay. As our respondent puts: “People tend to be very attracted by this house, to work in this 

environment. That’s mainly why we moved here. [...] we have a lot of interns here, for example, 

people coming from doing part of their education as an internship. And what we have here is 

we have one extra room that someone can live during their internship which is attractive 

because housing in Stockholm is very expensive.” 

♦ Company H 

They spent a lot of time and effort mingling with their player base fans. They intend to make 

long-lasting relationships with their fans/community and even bring some on board in future. 

They also offer retirement benefits as a job attraction benefit. Since they mostly attract young 

people, retirement benefits are an appealing and quite rare factor. As our respondents puts: “[it 

is] not very common in the games industry, there are a few companies that have that, but far 

from all of them. And the main reason is that there are a lot of smaller companies in the games 

industry in Sweden. But, thing about paying for their retirement funds this is super important 

thing for employees for having a healthy and good retirement, basically. So we want to make 

sure that when our employees grow old they go to retire, they’re gonna have a nice life 

afterwards. [...] It’s important for us to communicate this, because it’s not something that a lot 

of people think about, especially in games industry where the average age is pretty low 

compared to other industries.” Our respondent also mentions that they have yearly wellness 

allowance of 2000kr and weekly wellness hours which are paid time. They also bring in 

massage therapist to the office every other week. As he puts: “It is important to have a 

physically activity because in the games industry there is a lot of stationary work. [...] You 

wanna make sure that people physically are as well as they are mentally!” 
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5. Discussion 
In following section, we will discuss relationship between our findings and theoretical 

framework. As a result of our discussion we will propose new model which practitioners could 

use in order to grow their employer attractiveness. 

5.1. Employment Benefits. 

In section 2.1. of this paper we explained employer brand and how Ambler and Barrow (1996) 

structured it into three types of benefits – functional, economic and psychological. In the 

following paragraphs, based on our findings and themes that were presented in previous 

section, we will discuss how benefits, that Swedish game development start-ups offer, relate to 

Ambler’s and Barrow’s (1996) classification. 

Functional benefits. 

One of often recurring theme ‘dynamic, creative and flexible work environment’ tell us that 

people want to unleash their creative and innovative potential. Many games are released daily 

around the globe and firms need to compete with each other for the end customer, by providing 

better, more interesting, attractive, beautiful games. At the same time game creation industry 

is highly innovative and creative, since each game created has newness in it. Additionally, in 

context of this theme we described that most companies offer flexible working hours. Hence, 

we believe game development start-ups are very attractive to highly creative people.  

Additionally, we recognized that companies offer to be part of something that makes people 

passionate about what they do – games, gaming and game development. Therefore, it is not 

surprising that we found one of commonly reappearing topics through our interviews to be 

related to passion to games, hence the ‘passion for games’ theme in our findings. 

In the game industry it is quite apparent that people get attracted to the actual products or games 

in our case. We mentioned that in our findings within ‘unique and exciting products’ theme. It 

can be similarly argued as for passion, that each company’s attraction is in close relation to 

what they have developed. It is not always the case, but having a game which is known would 

definitely help attracting talented people. 

Economic benefits. 

In our findings we presented how companies address this so important employment benefit – 

money, which was described within ‘competitive base salary’ theme. As a result of our findings 
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we summarize that start-ups of Swedish Gaming Industry offer competitive wages, and some 

of the companies, go even beyond by offering profit sharing & stock options. Therefore, we 

can say that game development firms take care of the financial requirements of their employees 

so they can focus on high added value tasks.  

Psychological benefits. 

As it has been explained in our findings within theme of ‘cultural fit’, gaming start-ups put 

very large emphasis on company’s culture, team spirit, comradery and family feeling in small 

and tight knit firms. And many firms, wanting to stay small, just because of this reason, is an 

additional confirmation of how important social aspect is taken. We find game development 

firms to be on top of the game regarding social life at work and sometimes beyond. Based on 

these findings, we recognize that gaming industry’s start-ups are particularly attractive to 

people who place their social fulfilment in high regard. 

As a summary of this part of discussion, we recognize that firms strive to be attractive to 

potential employees by offering variety of employment’s benefits. Generally, we noticed that 

our interviewees talk more about functional benefits. Other observation is that as a whole, most 

companies within context of previously discussed themes could seem to be quite similar to 

potential job seeker in particular industry. We see results of this discussion to formulate a 

certain standard for the industry, meaning, that each firm has to meet discussed needs to be 

recognized as competitive. Missing out, could be seen as disadvantage, but offering more – as 

additional advantage, hence, each of the firms had at least one distinctive feature or rather 

innovative approach on attracting talent to stand out. In next section we will discuss key theme 

of our findings - ‘innovativeness in talent attraction’. 

5.2. Innovation as a necessity in talent attraction 

The results of our empirical analysis show that gaming companies offer potential employees 

many benefits but, based on main recurring themes, firms seem to be relatively very similar. 

Therefore, for them to stand out, they have to bring in new ideas which include creative 

thoughts that are practical and are applicable as solutions to the market needs. The need for 

innovation is because the environment of high-tech start-ups has been described to be 

extremely dynamic and unpredictable (Paternoster, et al., 2014) (Crowne, 2002). 

The challenge of attracting qualified employees and startups having limited public recognition 

were highlighted as some of the challenges, perceived and experienced by early-stage start-ups 
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(Moser, et al., 2017) (Giardino, et al., 2015) (Crowne, 2002). We confirmed this from our 

research as respondents mentioned difficulties in getting people with the expertise they were 

looking for, Company C mentions difficulty in getting people with AR and VR skills. Company 

E conducts head hunting to look for employees with certain skills that they needed and they 

term the process as expensive and difficult. 

Innovating to meet the changing customer demands and lifestyles in the market give small 

companies competitive advantage (Baregheh, et al., 2009). Company G for example offers 

housing to interns as they term housing in Stockholm to be quite a challenge and thus, they 

would not have to worry about where to stay. In Company D they cut cost by choosing to 

operate remotely without an office. Working remotely and globally also allowed them to attract 

diverse skills from different countries who would have found it difficult to relocate to Sweden. 

Flexibility also allows people to focus on their work rather worry about commuting hours, 

traffic and families. 

In the Swedish gaming industry, for example, people are driven by passion and are looking for 

jobs that are working on exciting products. They are also looking for companies that can offer 

them fulfilment. Additionally, many gaming companies are concentrated in one place, probably 

1 sq. km radius and thus it’s easy for people to move from one company to another depending 

on what they are looking for. This means for companies to stand out they must incorporate new 

ways of doing things and satisfying employees’ job demands. Innovation therefore becomes a 

necessity as it also represents the core renewal process in any organization (Baregheh, et al., 

2009). 

We will use the figure 2 below to explain the co-relation between employer branding and 

employer attractiveness. 
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Figure 2 - The co-relation between employer branding and attractiveness. Source: Own 

Strong employer brands are believed to attract, engage and retain high-quality people to build 

innovation. As Sullivan (2004) argues, employer branding just like marketing and public 

relations, should be designed to have a lasting image in the minds of the consumer. The net 

result of successful employment branding is that your organization’s exposure and reputation 

increase and to high potential applicants, you are one of the top employers of choice.  

We therefore propose the employer brand innovation matrix as a model that can help start-ups 

use innovation as a way of talent attraction. The model implies that in order for organization to 

grow they can't stick to the norm and make it “business as usual”. Since the market dynamics 

keep changing, they need to find new ways to attract potential employees who are the right fit 

for the organization. 

The figure 3 below shows four strategies that you can use to grow employer attractiveness. In 

creation of this matrix we adopted general idea of Ansoff’s matrix, which described four 

growth strategies for firms (Ansoff, 1957). The idea is that each time you move to a new 

quadrant vertically or horizontally your employer brand attractiveness increases: 
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Figure 3 - The Employer Attractiveness Growth Matrix. Source: Own. 

Base - The lower left quadrant represents the starting point where you focus on meeting the 

necessary or minimal requirements that potential employees are looking for from employers. 

The Base quadrant would include the minimal suggested requirement for a company to be able 

to attract any employee in the industry according to its standards. Within context of our 

research, in previous section we mentioned that reoccurring themes were observed in most of 

the companies, therefore, they could be understood as industry’s standard or Base. We 

observed that companies, which, stood out by not fulfilling any of the Base benefits, had to 

compensate the difference. Either company would be compensating or improving its Base 

offering, we observed them to generally take one of the following paths. 

Base Expansion – One of the ways is to move to the lower right quadrant, which involves 

introducing and communicating, internally as well as externally, additional employee benefits. 

In our case, Base did not require for companies to offer professional training, therefor firms 

offering such trait would see an increase in employer attractiveness. The more innovative firms 

are into offering more employment benefits, the better. As a specific example, we can mention 

Company A which was using their out-of-Stockholm as a benefit for potential employees or 

Company D which offered their employees remote work opportunities. 

Base Enhancement – The other common way increasing employer attractiveness is to offer 

more of what the Base requires. If we view in context of this study, Base requirements, for 
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example, would mean offering more money and other financial rewards or make working hours 

completely unregulated, when there is no time of the week that you need to be at work. 

Innovation here also plays big role, since, for example, financial rewards can be offered in 

many ways, such as company profit sharing and stock options which are offered by Company 

F. 

Boss – Once you move from previously mentioned two quadrants to the upper right quadrant, 

you are fully utilizing innovative techniques to attract talent. Here you fully understand your 

talent market and are using it as your competitive advantage over other companies. Getting to 

Boss quadrant should be the ultimate goal of each company in regards of employer 

attractiveness. Being there would mean you are the Apple, Google or Microsoft of your 

industry in your region and people are standing in lines to apply for work.  

Of course, in real world nothing is simple and straight forward, so moving from one quadrant 

to another could be rather chaotic, but using proposed matrix could help entrepreneurs 

understand how their employer brand grows, understand that there are Base requirements of 

the industry are and how to get to Boss status of employer attractiveness. 
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6. Conclusion 
The last section will reflect on this research which was undertaken within game development 

start-ups in Sweden and aimed to explore how they attract talent. Then main findings and 

proposed model that was developed along with limitations of the research will be drawn upon. 

Finally, we will propose directions for further research. 

Since the study was started with exploratory nature, we were not quite sure, what we would 

find out at the end and what the answer to the research question of the study would be. 

Nevertheless, our findings, their analysis and further discussion provided us with enough 

information to reason for an answer.  

During this study it was recognized that start-ups in general communicate therefor also attract 

potential employees with Functional benefits (Ambler & Barrow, 1996), which included often 

recurring themes ‘dynamic, creative and flexible work environment’, ‘passion for games’ and 

‘unique and exciting products’. Additionally, firms offered competitive salaries, which are the 

economic benefits according to employer brand theory (Ambler & Barrow, 1996). Last but 

definitely not least of the benefits – psychological was quite heavily emphasized throughout 

the interviews as a ‘cultural fit’ theme. At the end it was recognized, that industry seems to 

have a ‘minimum standard’ of benefits, which most of the game development firms talked 

about and in that sense had similarities. But in order for each of them stand out, each of them 

had something extra to offer. 

Therefore, study revealed that each of start-ups are being innovative in approaches of 

increasing their attractiveness. At some points it comes naturally, for example, the location of 

the firm, but at some points it is deliberate, such as offering free space in company’s premises 

to be used by new hires or interns. Whatever the innovative approach was, we noticed each of 

the companies offering something unique, but sometimes the innovation was to offer more of 

the same, for example, more frequent company’s social gatherings. As a result, from these 

findings we saw a pattern how companies start at a so called “Base" level of offered 

employment benefits, which we recognized is previously discussed ‘minimum standard’ of 

offered benefits, and then to grow their attractiveness and reach the “Boss” level – the peak of 

employer attractiveness. One approach was that companies at first tried to attract people with 

more employment benefits, whereas the other seemed to offer more of the same benefits. 

Hence, we proposed matrix of growth of talent attraction through two main ways. 
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After reviewing our findings and analysis we believe study was successful and research 

question set at the beginning has been answered. First, Swedish game development start-ups 

attract talent by offering potential employees opportunities to follow their passion through their 

creativity and innovativeness. Additionally, firms offer work with exciting products, which is 

complemented with competitive wages and high awareness of cultural fit between colleagues. 

Furthermore, companies are creative in ways they attract people, therefor innovativeness plays 

additional role in talent attraction and there is a pattern to it. Although, these findings are 

generally limited to game development industry, we believe, that in Western countries and in 

industries of high creativity and intellectual capacity our proposed models could apply. 

Limitations of the study 

Like any other research study, our thesis had some limitations that will be acknowledge and 

discussed. First, time was a major constraint, we had only 10 weeks to research, compile, and 

analyze our paper. There wasn’t enough time to conduct a longer study that could have 

probably led to more generalizable results. We only managed to get 8 interviewees for our 

study. However, we believe the data was saturated as we recognized recurring themes amongst 

our respondents. Nevertheless, larger sample size could increase representativeness of this 

paper. 

The second limitation is that we only focused on only the small-sized companies according to 

the European Union classification. Research within companies of more employees and higher 

revenues, could possibly reveal different results. We would also want to acknowledge language 

barrier has a limitation because by using a foreign language, respondents might have missed 

important aspects and perhaps could have expressed themselves better if we used their native 

language for interviews. In this sense miscommunication would be possible also from 

researchers, because their native language also is not English and additionally game 

development industry was unknown. 

Further Research 

Due to limited period of writing this thesis, we were only able to draw data from 8 gaming 

companies as respondents to answer our research question regarding talent attraction in 

Swedish gaming companies. It would be interesting to draw data from a larger sample of 

companies across Sweden and find out how they attract talent. Also, it would be interesting to 

know how talent attraction in the gaming industry happens in other countries as well due to the 

difference in work cultures. A comparison of talent attraction in countries could be conducted. 



39 
 

Further research could also be conducted to determine entrepreneur’s success in growing 

employer attraction according to the proposed ‘Base to Boss' model. 
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Appendix A – Interview Guide 

Questions  
1. What is innovative about (insert company name)? 

 What do you think makes your product exciting? 

 What do you think makes your company stand out to job seekers? 

2. What do you look for in potential employees? 

 What is your hiring process like? 

 How do you sort out from pool of applicants? 

3. When was the last time you hired someone? How did that go?  

4. Have you or would you hire someone without previous education (Formal or 

informal)? 

Have you or would you hire someone with education, but without any previous 

working experience? 

5. Has (insert company name) had any additional challenges regarding talent 

attraction? Currently? 

6. We have the following questions in relation to your company’s culture: 

 What are your terms of employment? (Full-time, Contract based, freelance) 

 How do you determine your employee wages? Do you see a potential of higher 

future earnings for your employees? 

 How would you describe your working environment? Creative/repetitive, 

dynamic/mundane, etc. 

 Do you offer development opportunities for your employees? 

(professional/personal) 

7. How do you rate your market success this far? 

8. What is the future of (insert company name)? Expected challenges to get more talent 

with growth? 


