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Abstract 

As a result of the global pandemic COVID-19, Bachelor’s game design education at Uppsala 

University was moved to an online space. Multiple literary sources give insights into as to how 

students were affected by the pandemic, however, little research specifically explaining the 

connection between game design students and game production in online environments could be 

found to inform this study. The purpose of this paper is to elaborate on the effects remote work 

has on students’ game production and to explore how these factors connect to the fields of Scrum, 

flow, as well as burnout. For the purpose of researching this, eight semi-structured interviews have 

been conducted with third-year game design students who previously had experience with both 

online and on-campus education and the resulting data was then further examined in the form of a 

thematic analysis. Overall it was found that the remote environment enabled students to become 

more independent and increased their work efficiency. However, any aspects related to social 

factors such as communication, collaboration, as well as other social interaction were perceived 

negatively by the students. Furthermore, the general online environment as well as students’ 

motivation and energy levels were found to not significantly impact game production in any 

particularly positive or negative way. 

 

Key words: COVID-19, Distance Education, Game Design, Online Game Production, Remote 

Work 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

Abstrakt 

Som ett resultat av den globala pandemin COVID-19, flyttades kandidatutbildningen i speldesign 

vid Uppsala Universitet till online. Flera litterära källor ger insikter om hur elever påverkas av 

pandemin, men lite forskning som specifikt förklarar sambandet mellan speldesign studenter och 

spelproduktion i online miljöer kunde hittas som inledning till denna studie. Syftet med den här 

artikeln är att utveckla effekterna av distansarbete på elevernas spelproduktion och att utforska hur 

dessa faktorer ansluter till områdena Scrum, arbetsflöde och utbrändhet. I syfte att undersöka detta 

har åtta semistrukturerade intervjuer genomförts med tredje års speldesign studenter som tidigare 

haft erfarenhet av både online- och campusutbildning och den resulterande datan undersöktes 

sedan ytterligare i form av en tematisk analys. Generellt visade det sig att den avlägsna miljön 

gjorde det möjligt för eleverna att bli mer självständiga och ökade deras arbetseffektivitet. Alla 

aspekter relaterade till sociala faktorer som samarbete, kommunikation samt annan social 

interaktion uppfattades dock negativt av eleverna. Dessutom visade det sig att den allmänna online 

miljön, såväl som elevernas motivation och energinivåer inte nämnvärt påverka spel produktionen 

på något särskilt positivt eller negativt sätt. 

 

Nyckelord: COVID-19, Distansarbete, Distansutbildning, Online Spel-produktion, Speldesign 
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1 Introduction & Research Question 

This paper’s aim is to better understand how distance education affects game design students’ 

production processes. Research was based on eight third-year bachelor students of Uppsala 

University attending the Bachelor program of Game Design who are experienced with both online 

as well as on-campus education and was carried out in the form of a semi-structured interview. 

The resulting data was then analyzed using thematic analysis. 

 

The relevance of the topic stems from the emergence of COVID-19; game design students who 

were originally studying in an on-campus environment suddenly had to face the impact which the 

virus had caused on the university’s education system - projects were moved to a digital space. 

Naturally, it is to be considered that this posed new challenges not only for students but also for 

teachers as the educational environment was gradually being adjusted in response to this 

unexpected situation. In this paper, while maintaining a focus on the theories of Scrum; flow and 

group flow; as well as burnout, an attempt is made to pick up on the effects of distance education 

and to determine as to how these circumstances have affected the games which students are 

designing. 

 

According to our research of previous literature in this area, while several sources attempt to 

elaborate on online education and its effects on students, we were not able to find sources which 

directly base their research on exploring the connection between game design students’ working 

processes and the remote environment. It should be noted that this might be due to a variety of 

vague factors contained within the type of research this poses to be and the associated difficulties 

of gathering accurate data on the topic. These concerns mainly involve the fact that it can be 

difficult not only to discover changes to students’ design behaviors, but also particularly intricate 

to determine their underlying cause. Nonetheless, in this study, an attempt is made to apply the 

concepts found in this paper’s Background section to the contents of the eight conducted student 

interviews in order to begin to elaborate on the connection between remote work and the student 

experience of making games. 

 

Overall, in the modern world, the aspect of groups working remotely in an online space is most 

certainly not unusual (Lazar, 2015). However, undoubtedly, as we advance into the future, 

technology seems to be gaining more and more importance (Lazar, 2015). As distance work might 

become even more increasingly common and popular than just through the temporary effects of 

COVID-19, in particular from the standpoint of an academic institution, understanding the 

underlying effects distance work has on their students becomes key. Thus, it can be speculated that 

the results of this paper might provide valuable insights into several factors concerning but not 

only limited to the areas of game design and education. Particularly by learning about the causes 

of potential advantages or problems experienced by students during remote work, examples for 
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such findings in the area of education which may more extensively be revealed upon further 

research may include: 

● certain techniques or approaches which may be applied to provide a better learning or 

teaching environment 

● insights into as to how to steer students' work processes into a certain direction, potentially 

to produce specific desired learning outcomes 

 

 

With all of the above in mind, the following research question summarizing this paper’s main areas 

of concern has been formulated. 

 

“What was the effect of distance education on the game design production and group work of 

students enrolled in the Bachelor of Game Design in Uppsala University during COVID-19?” 

 

This is supported by two sub-questions: 

SQ1: How the practices of Scrum were affected by distance group work? 

SQ2: How group flow was affected by distance group work? 
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2 Background 

In the following subsections an overview of multiple study related fields and theories is given: 

distance learning and distance work, Scrum, flow theory, group flow, and burnout. These are later 

on used in order to evaluate the interviews’ findings in the Results and Discussion section below. 

This chapter is organized into three main subsections. 2.1 presents the education program of 

Bachelor in Game Design, 2.2 presents an overview of distance learning and distance work, and 

2.3 presents the main theories of Scrum, flow, as well as group flow and discusses students’ 

potential of burnout. 

 

2.1 Bachelor Game Design program at Uppsala University 

In order to provide underlying context for this study, a background description of Uppsala 

University’s Bachelor on-campus game design education is presented and, following this, an 

insight into what changed when studies were shifted to online education is given. Although it is a 

Swedish university, the Bachelor’s game design education is entirely taught in the English 

language (Uppsala University, 2022). According to the Department of Game Design’s student 

statistics of the last three years, while about half of the students are from Sweden, the rest of the 

student body consists of international students, one eight of which are fee-paying, meaning not 

from EU/EEA countries (A. Kriström, personal communication, April 26, 2022). Overall, in this 

education, one third of students are registered as women and two thirds of students are registered 

as men (A. Kriström, personal communication, April 26, 2022). 

 

The three-year program consists of a mostly linear study plan encompassing not only the major 

related game design courses but also minor related ones. Students, at the start of their education, 

apply for one of four minors: graphics, programming, management, or an open minor option which 

is the only one that is exclusively available to Swedish students (Uppsala University, 2022). Each 

minor has its own separate courses in which students, over the course of their education, specialize 

in their chosen field. 

 

Courses in the major of game design place high importance on teaching the students from a 

practical perspective in which students organize or are organized into groups, usually featuring 

about four to seven students of a diversity of minors, and are then tasked to make games. The for 

this purpose essential knowledge about game design theory is concurrently taught through the 

means of lectures as well as their independent reading efforts of suggested course materials 

(Uppsala University, 2022). This requires the students to learn how to manage their time and self-

organize. Furthermore, during students’ game design projects, check-ins with teachers or seminars 

where groups present their work are common. These types of meetings are not only designed for 

the purpose of progress assessment and examination but are also valuable for the students to 
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receive feedback or to ask questions. If students at any point feel that they need additional 

assistance, they are able to book meetings with teachers or send a quick email. 

 

As for the minor subjects, the majority of the above mentioned remains true, however, depending 

on the course, some factors such as for example the amount of lectures or teacher check-ins held 

may vary. The biggest difference between major and minor classes is that in most of the minor 

projects students do not work in teams and are required to individually work on assignments. 

However, depending on the tasks which are required by assignments, it is common that students 

may still feel that they want to organize into work or study groups with others from their class and 

independently work in the same location in order to exchange feedback or technical assistance. In 

addition to this, group projects in major courses often feature group work sessions with one or two 

supervising teachers present in the room who walk from table to table and have short progress 

check-ins with all groups. Classes in general are held with the entirety of students enrolled in the 

course and have students sitting in close proximity within each other, as rooms seem to usually 

just about accommodate the number of students in the course. This also means that class sizes can 

heavily vary, as not each of the four minors might have an equal number of students (A. Kriström, 

personal communication, April 26, 2022). Considering registrations from the last three years, the 

minors of graphics as well as programming respectively average 45 and 42 students while the 

minors of management as well as the open minor respectively average 27 and 22 students per class 

(A. Kriström, personal communication, April 26, 2022). Generally, the total number of 

registrations in the major of game design lies between about 125 - 145 students per year (A. 

Kriström, personal communication, April 26, 2022; Uppsala University, 2022). 

 

For the most part, any classes in this program feature short periods of group discussion or in other 

ways encourage interaction between students. In addition to this, another significant factor which 

introduces social interaction on Uppsala University’s game design campus is the fact that most 

study days stretch from mornings to afternoons and are based around a daily lunch break taking 

place from 12pm to 1pm. As this is only a short period of time most students might not be able to 

travel home and back to class, so it is common for them to group up and seek out a table in the 

university’s cafeteria, sit near one of multiple microwaves, or simply hang out together in another 

way. 

 

When education was moved to an online space due to the COVID-19 outbreak, multiple factors of 

this preexisting student-life structure were impacted, the greatest of which arguably being social 

interaction which directly correlates to the effects of the pandemic with the desire to meet up and 

socialize with friends and colleagues as well as other anxiety related concerns (Alzueta et al., 2021; 

Pragholapati, 2020). Circumstances which were beneficial to socializing such as direct classroom 

environment interactions and the lunch break hangouts did not take place anymore unless students 

specifically made efforts to do so. However, it should also be noted that a lot of students, both 
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Swedish and international, shifted location to where they considered home when studies were 

announced to continue online, which made direct study related interactions even more uncommon. 

 

As everything was moved online, students as well as teachers were required to adjust to these new 

circumstances and, in addition to having to deal with social worries and various causes of anxiety 

or depression, were also asked to be understanding and accepting. Schedules were moved around 

and course structures were adjusted; teachers sometimes became unavailable for various reasons; 

there were multitudes of technical issues related to Zoom meetings (Zoom Video Communications, 

2022), microphone as well as camera requirements; but behind the obvious effects which distance 

education had on the surface, everyone, on a personal level, was dealing with more than just their 

education during that time, as a lot of factors proved to be linked together and could thus not easily 

be organized or resolved. 

 

In the online environment, a lot of the structural bases of the education remained the same and the 

only thing that changed was the execution. For example, lectures, teacher check-ins, as well as 

seminars were held on Zoom and groups mainly organized themselves through Discord or similar 

applications (Discord, 2022; Zoom Video Communications, 2022). Version control software such 

as Plastic SCM or Github as well as management tools like Trello were used as online 

organizational tools along with Google Drive for file sharing as well as Google Docs and Google 

Sheets for collaborative work (Codice Software, 2022; Fog Creek Software, n.d.; Github, n.d.; 

Google, n.d.a, n.d.b, n.d.c). Overall, it was for the most part up to the students to decide how they 

want to organize themselves and work, giving them both freedom but also the responsibility of 

very independently completing a project with little to no supervision from the teachers. 

 

 

2.2 Distance Learning and Distance Work 

A lot of research has been conducted to find out about the impact which the COVID-19 pandemic 

has had on university education since 2020. Almost all universities have been affected to some 

degree and a lot of them conducted distance learning (Marinoni et al., 2020). Although online 

solutions can help minimize the effect the pandemic brings, they could still lower the education 

standard and cause inequality (Marinoni et al., 2020). Distance education also brings forth other 

challenges for both teachers and students, for example that teachers have never been trained to 

teach in a remote environment, which is a source for a multitude of problems; along with the issue 

of potentially unstable internet access as well as insufficient infrastructure (Sari & Nayır 2020). It 

is described that some students do not treat distance lessons as a serious matter and think they are 

on vacation or because of the lack of direct interaction with the teachers (Sari & Nayır, 2020). This 

lack of belonging and the reduction of engagement between students and teachers has also been 

pointed out by Hill and Fitzgerald (2020), and these factors are key to stimulating students’ 

learning interests and helping students better understand course content (Marton & Saljo, 1976a, 

https://zh.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Fog_Creek_Software&action=edit&redlink=1
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1976b). The pandemic may also impact other aspects of student life such as economics, health, 

graduation, and job or internship chances, and this impact varies greatly from student to student 

(Aucejo et al., 2020). It is worth mentioning that distance education also has its positive sides; 

students can study more flexibly for instance, both in terms of time and location (Hill & Fitzgerald, 

2020). Lastly, what needs to be noted is that although the shift to distance learning is new for a lot 

of students and universities, distance learning is not new in itself. Attempt for distance education 

was made in 1728, using the postal system to exchange letters and course contents (Gensler, 2014). 

Radio and postal course delivery systems were used in the 1950s by the University of Wisconsin 

to offer courses with credits (Palvia et al., 2018). The University of Phoenix started to utilize online 

technology in 1989 and now is known for its entirely online learning program. At the end of 2016, 

more than 6 million students in the U.S. were admitted in one or more online courses, which has 

risen by more than 30% (Lederman, 2018). Additionally, for a lot of developing countries, through 

radio broadcast or TV, distance learning is the way to ensure learning opportunities for people in 

poverty (Gulati, 2008).  

 

Working remotely is a topic that researchers have been studying since 1983 (Margrethe, 1983) and 

numerous papers have been written to find out the effects remote work has on individuals as well 

as on groups. For example, for managers it may be difficult to follow everyone’s work progress, 

the demand for hardware may be higher, or a worker's efficiency may be higher due to them feeling 

safer in the online environment (Popovici & Popovici, 2020). 

 

When it comes to describing the interpersonal connection people share while working on the 

internet, it is important to mention the theory of network society (Castells, 2011). According to 

Manuel Castells, network society came to existence as our society moved into the age of 

information, when knowledge and information became the center of this society; network society 

describes the social structure of this time (Castells, 2011). In this age, society structures itself in 

the form of a network, and is how most social relationships are molded (Castells, 2011). 

Individuals in this network are referred to as nodes; every node is important for the network to 

form but does not necessarily have the same importance (Castells, 2011). All communication 

happens between different nodes, however, communication is not limited by time nor space, and 

is achieved by electronic communication technology, for instance the internet (Castells, 2011). 

Network societies are not limited by geographic location but rather to the communication space 

and flow of information (Castells, 2011). The communication is therefore decentralized by the 

tech knowledge and flow of information, making the network more efficient instead of bound to 

bureaucracy (Castells, 2011). The network is also flexible, innovative, and able to change quickly 

according to social situations (Castells, 2011). Other than location, Castells also argues that time 

also works differently; he calls it timeless time (Castells, 2011). Timeless time means that in 

network society, social interaction is no longer strictly bound by linear time, but much more 

random and complicated (Castells, 2011). People can be in more than one place doing several 

things while geographically still in the same place (Castells, 2011). People could be talking to each 
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other, even in different countries of different time zones (Castells, 2011). For Castells, this 

transformation to a network society is positive at large; it allows people from different places to 

be able to communicate at once and give minority groups a chance to speak up (Castells, 2011). 

People within the network society are more connected, accepting, and become more efficient 

(Castells, 2011). 

 

Several papers and books focus on the game development and production process, regarding how 

to make the production easier and more efficient (Bethke, 2003; Chandler, 2009; Sotamaa & 

Svelch, 2021). As one of the most used methods, the implementation of Scrum is constantly 

mentioned (Chandler, 2009; Dedy et al., 2019; Keith, 2010; Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). There 

are a lot of game companies that utilize remote development methods, and some even exclusively 

rely on distance development. In a game development conference, Wang talked about his approach 

of maintaining a development process and team of 30 people entirely online (Wang, 2016). 

According to Wang (2016), the biggest advantage of remote development is the flexibility in terms 

of work time and location for the staff. Since it is difficult to decide exactly how long someone 

worked, the managers chose to look at the result someone produced instead (Wang, 2016). The 

loose constraints of time and location also meant that the team could hire talented people from all 

around the world, with each employee only needing to be reachable for a few core hours (Wang, 

2016). Wang and his team used a lot of online tools and social media to simulate the real life 

communication of an office (Wang, 2016). DellaFave (2013) also identified communication and 

collaboration to be among the main problems of online game development. As a solution to this, 

constant communication could help to mitigate the possible isolation resulting from remote work 

(DellaFave, 2013). Other problems that are also mentioned are organizing schedules and making 

sure everyone has a clear goal and knows who to work with (DellaFave, 2013). In another Game 

Development Conference video, which was after the pandemic hit, keeping a high morale is 

considered particularly difficult when developing remotely (Bernstein et al., 2021). More time and 

efforts need to be devoted in order to keep everyone in the team connected and engaged (Bernstein 

et al., 2021).  

 

 

2.3 Theory 

The following section presents the theories of Scrum; flow and group flow; as well as burnout. 

Scrum is an agile process commonly used in game development (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020) 

and this framework usually plays a vital part in Uppsala University game design students’ 

production processes. In addition to this, the theories of flow and group flow can generally be 

connected to increased efficiency as well as higher creativity; burnout provides another 

psychological perspective (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 2015; Maslach & Leiter, 2017; Nakamura 

& Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). 
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2.3.1 Scrum 

 

The framework of Scrum is an agile development method in which a small-scale team closely 

collaborates in order to produce project results in small, iterative steps (Schwaber & Sutherland, 

2020). It was designed to improve upon the thought that a systems development procedure was 

not plannable and linear, but rather a very complex process which would undergo unpredictable 

changes during development, and as such, project progress was measurable in small increments 

(Schwaber, 1997). The initial planning for the project takes place under six preliminary 

circumstances of customer requirements, time pressure, competition, quality, vision, as well as 

resource and will be gradually adjusted throughout the project (Schwaber, 1997). 

 

Furthermore, in a Scrum workflow, the project extends over the course of multiple predefined 

shorter periods of time, called Sprints. This is done in order to achieve the goal of better controlling 

the project’s progression in a way that allows for a stepwise approach of making changes 

iteratively after each Sprint is completed, as well as to better manage risks (Schwaber & 

Sutherland, 2020).  

 

Each of these Sprints employs “the empirical Scrum pillars of transparency, inspection, and 

adaptation” (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). 

● Transparency: All involved parties are able to view all project related work and processes 

at any given point in time (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). 

● Inspection: The process and work should be examined frequently for any unwanted 

deviations or issues (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). 

● Adaptation: If such issues are detected, any adjustments must be made promptly and 

accordingly (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). 

 

Through achieving these pillars and accepting the Scrum values of commitment, courage, focus, 

openness, and respect, the members within the Scrum team are able to trust each other and become 

self-organized, creative, and productive (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). It is notable that all of 

the here mentioned factors are very closely connected to and contained within the theories of flow 

and group flow, which are known to result in feelings of positivity, increased productivity, as well 

as exceptional creativity (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 2015; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). 

 

In Schwaber and Sutherland’s (2020) theory of Scrum, each sprint can be categorized into the 

phases of Sprint Planning, Daily Scrum, Sprint Review, and the Sprint Retrospective. In Sprint 

Planning, the team decides on what tasks to work on during that specific sprint, and a Sprint 

Backlog featuring all outstanding tasks is created (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). During the 

phase of Daily Scrum, team members simultaneously work on their respective tasks and each day, 

have a short 15 minute stand up meeting (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). The purpose of this 

meeting is to further close collaboration among the team as well as to implement the three pillars 
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of Scrum. From each member of the team, transparency about the work progress is provided, an 

inspection of this progress takes place, and finally, adjustments to the Sprint Backlog may be made 

accordingly (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). In the Sprint Review, all involved parties examine 

the outcome of the Sprint and discuss the further procedure as well as potential adjustments 

(Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). Items which do not meet the expectation or quality defined in the 

project’s Definition of Done are not presented and instead returned to the Product Backlog. Last 

but not least, the Sprint Retrospective is conducted. In this phase, the team reflects on their work 

process and seeks out potential improvements in order to work even more efficiently in the next 

Sprint (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). 

 

Furthermore, Schwaber and Sutherland’s (2020) framework explains that in Scrum, each team 

consists of a Scrum Master, a Product Owner, and several Developers. The Scrum Master’s 

responsibility is to facilitate the process of Scrum for all other members, while the Product Owner’s 

responsibility lies in improving the product itself and is therefore in charge of the Product Backlog. 

All other members of the team work on the realization of the project and are referred to as 

Developers. While they are required to adhere to the Sprint Backlog, it is important for Developers 

to be self-managing while doing so (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). 

 

Students in Uppsala University's Bachelor game design education have been familiarized with the 

theory of Scrum and been encouraged to make this concept part of their standard workflow when 

making games. As the framework relies on trust among the team, it should be noted that due to 

different courses’ team requirements, it is not always possible to work with the same group and to 

start out working with a sense of trust but rather, it is encouraged to learn how to reach that point 

with different groups and to collect experiences. In relevance to this research, there are several 

factors which, due to the COVID-19 dependent abrupt change in students’ workflows and working 

conditions, might pose a factor of risk to the process of students’ remote game development. 

 

Firstly, the process of Scrum is disrupted if members are not collaborating closely enough 

(Comella-Dorda et al., 2020; Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). The sharing of information in the 

team is an important factor which leads to increased productivity, while a lack of transparency 

amongst team members violates the concepts of both Scrum and flow and therefore is not an ideal 

approach toward productive teamwork (Van Der Lippe & Lippenyi, 2020). When working locally, 

the team generally communicates more and better in terms of transparency, as well as more 

accurately (Comella-Dorda et al., 2020; Van Der Lippe & Lippenyi, 2020). While agile methods 

function best when teams work from the same location, if a team is already accustomed to working 

remotely and this is properly executed, they can still achieve the same level of productivity that 

can be attained in in-person production teams (Comella-Dorda et al., 2020). 

 

However, remote work generally has been found to negatively impact team performance in its 

entirety, mainly concerning trust levels as well as communication within the team (Comella-Dorda 
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et al., 2020). The reason for this lies in that working from home commonly causes social as well 

as professional isolation (Van Der Lippe & Lippenyi, 2020). In work situations, the key to 

improving team productivity in this type of environment is based on three principles which can 

already be found in Scrum: engaging in communication, keeping up transparency, and close 

collaboration with the customer (Comella-Dorda et al., 2020). 

 

Furthermore, in Schwaber and Sutherland’s (2020) Scrum framework, it is stated that unless the 

rules of the concept are closely followed, the effectiveness of the agile method may be impacted 

to a point of inefficiency. In its essence, the concept of Scrum, classified as a “management, 

enhancement and maintenance methodology” is attempting to organize and provide structure to a 

team’s working process by abstracting unnecessary details and tasks (Schwaber, 1997, p. 118; 

Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). However, a sudden switch to a remote working environment can 

mean that a team may feel the need to make certain adjustments to their project in order to better 

manage production in these new circumstances (Griffin, 2021). During such a process, major 

principles of the Scrum framework may be lost and this may result in unwanted micromanagement, 

making the methodology an obstacle rather than the useful tool it was designed to be (Griffin, 

2021; Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). 

 

 

2.3.2 Flow 

 

In flow theory, the term flow refers to a state of mind where an individual is particularly focused 

and concentrated on an activity (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). When individuals are 

experiencing flow, they feel “a sense of competence and control, a loss of self-consciousness, and 

they get so absorbed in the task that they lose track of time” and will function at their highest levels 

(Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002; Sawyer, 2015, p. 32). This will allow them to produce 

increasingly creative results, as flow and creativity are closely connected (Sawyer, 2015). 

 

In order for flow to occur, four factors between an individual and the task have to align. (Sawyer, 

2015) 

● Skill: The level of challenge the task provides must match the individual’s skill level 

(Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002) 

● Goal: The individual must seek to achieve something and know what that goal is 

(Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002) 

● Feedback: Immediate feedback on the individual’s progress must be provided (Nakamura 

& Csikszentmihalyi, 2002) 

● Concentration: The environment and overall conditions must allow for the individual to 

concentrate (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 2015) 
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As flow may only be experienced while focused and concentrated, becoming aware of one’s state 

of flow will break the flow (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 2015). 

 

In his interview, Csikszentmihalyi talks about how back when he was first researching flow, he 

was fascinated with the fact that artists may work on a painting for a very long time, finish it, and 

then, to his surprise, would not even properly enjoy the finished painting (Beard & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2015). Therefore, he concluded that to them, it is not about the goal, it is about 

the process itself (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 2015). Following this, Csikszentmihalyi came up 

with another undertaking which was done solely for the process - the activity of play, and therefore 

also found a connection to games (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 2015). Huizinga defines the term 

play in that it has two characteristics, “that it is free, is in fact freedom” and “that play is not 

‘ordinary’ or ‘real’ life. It is rather a stepping out of ‘real’ life into a temporary sphere of activity 

with a disposition all of its own” (Huizinga, 1949, p. 8). 

 

All of the four above-mentioned factors are goals of successful game design and they also explain 

why anyone would keep engaging in video games over an extended duration of time (Chen, 2007; 

Koster, 2013). However, to elaborate on the quality of a player’s flow experience, the duration of 

this state becomes of significance (Chen, 2007). Koster (2013) states that in games, it is the act of 

learning which keeps the player captivated and that once there is nothing more to learn, boredom 

will set in for them. In real life, when someone is introduced to a skill, once they reach a certain 

extent of proficiency, they will then be able to use this skill in any interactive way they would like 

to (Chen, 2007). Therefore, combining the act of making their own meaningful decisions which 

provide interactivity with the shift of either a game’s skill level or goal is likely a successful 

approach to keep the player interested in exploring the game as well as to maintain the possibility 

to experience flow (Chen, 2007; Nacke, 2012). 

 

Furthermore, Csikszentmihalyi states that the way in which work is structured makes it more 

similar to a game, so flow in working environments is common (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 2015). 

However, once they arrive at home, people become “bored and passive” because they are lacking 

structure, goals, as well as challenges that require the use of skill (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 

2015). Related to the field of designing games, as the Scrum process strongly resembles factors 

and conditions which can be found in flow, game designers employing the Scrum process should 

theoretically be working in an environment in which they have a higher chance to attain the flow 

state (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 2015; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002; Schwaber & 

Sutherland, 2020). 

 

Nonetheless, as for students, in the current standards of education, flow is less likely to occur 

(Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). In school environments, students may “feel 

overchallenged when stakes are high. The situation induces selfconsciousness (cf. ego orientation), 

challenge becomes a stress rather than an opportunity for action, and reducing the level of 
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challenge becomes an attractive option” (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p. 98). For this 

study it therefore becomes of interest in how far this factor affects Uppsala University game design 

students in the remote environment. However, in group-work situations flow is highly likely for 

students (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 2015). Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi explain this in that 

“Other participants are conceptualized as sources of challenge (e.g., competitors) or of feedback 

about performance” (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p. 102). As described in the section 

Game Design at Uppsala University, game design projects are always developed in groups and 

while the on-campus environment promotes social interaction, it becomes of interest whether the 

remote environment poses a hindrance to this factor. Another point of interest is to what extent 

online education interferes with the flow process and whether students still prefer to work alone 

or in groups, as independent work can still bring its own benefits towards achieving the state of 

flow (Sawyer, 2015). 

 

Csikszentmihalyi sees flow theory as an easy approach towards discovering new factors which 

contribute toward the improvement of everyday life (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 2015). For the 

concept of flow, a positive experience is important (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). If flow 

feels rewarding, it will make individuals want to experience flow again and fortunately, the feeling 

of satisfaction seems to be common in flow (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). In addition to 

wanting more flow, individuals may seek out slightly more challenging actions each time they 

repeat an activity in order to keep themselves engaged and interested (Nakamura & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). This is because as an individual’s skill level improves, an activity at their 

previous level of skill may stop providing enough challenge to them and they will thus not be able 

to enter flow (Sawyer, 2015). However, it should be noted that in high-stake environments such 

as education, “motivation (Csikszentmihalyi & Nakamura, 1989) and happiness (Csikszentmihalyi 

& Rathunde, 1993) were greater in low-challenge, high-skill situations than when challenges and 

skills were simultaneously high” (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p. 98). 

 

Furthermore, while everyone experiences flow in some form, since the four factors should align 

in order to engage in a flow experience, individuals might not necessarily experience the same 

levels of flow and be able to enter flow in regard to every activity (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 

2002). Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi (2002) were interested in whether a certain type of 

individuals might be better at flow. They found that autotelic individuals possessed qualities that 

would naturally let them enter flow more easily, “These metaskills include a general curiosity and 

interest in life, persistence, and low selfcenteredness, which result in the ability to be motivated by 

intrinsic rewards” (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002, p. 93). However, examples of tasks in 

which almost everyone can find flow are sports, games, and improv as they encompass goals and 

feedback in a way which makes the state of flow more likely obtainable (Nakamura & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2002; Sawyer, 2015). 
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2.3.3 Group Flow 

 

The concept of group flow by Sawyer (2015) is based on flow theory but has been expanded in 

order to elaborate on what factors constitute flow in groups. He defines group flow as “the 

spontaneous collaboration of group creativity and improvisation actions” (Sawyer, 2015, p. 29). 

As an example of group flow, Sawyer (2015) talks about pickup basketball, a way of playing 

amateur basketball where people play under their own rules, and how it unites people of wildly 

different origins. 

“What’s the magical chemistry that happens when a team improvises in response to every 

move by their opponents, without saying a word, and wins the game? The answer can’t be 

found in the skill or creativity of any one player; the entire group makes it happen” 

(Sawyer, 2015, p. 32). 

He also talks about how there are no rewards to playing pickup basketball as well as how there are 

frequent injuries taking place in the sport, yet people seem to be motivated to keep on playing 

(Sawyer, 2015). This same finding once again supports Sawyer’s study colleague 

Csikszentmihalyi’s finding of how flow is not about the outcome, but about the process (Beard & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2015). 

 

Based on his research findings on the topic, Sawyer (2015) formulated ten conditions for group 

flow. In each of these conditions, a clear connection towards or dependency upon others can be 

found (Sawyer, 2015). 

 

1. Goal: A problem or goal exists and the group works together towards solving the problem 

(Sawyer, 2015). Group flow has a higher chance to emerge if individuals are focused on the task 

itself and their process of achieving it (Sawyer, 2015). In the state of flow, smaller interferences 

as well as potential rewards are forgotten (Sawyer, 2015). 

 

2. Close listening: Individuals should closely listen to others and then add their improvised 

reactions upon this (Sawyer, 2015). However, this does in fact have to be a purely improvised 

process because if any participants come up with a structured plan for leading the discussion 

beforehand, innovation is not as likely (Sawyer, 2015). 

 

3. Complete concentration: Team members should all individually be involved with their actions 

and work processes (Sawyer, 2015). Deadlines do not complement group flow, as they are not the 

proper type of challenge (Sawyer, 2015). For an obstacle to induce flow, it has to be more related 

to the task itself (Sawyer, 2015). When concentrating on one aspect, it may occur that other factors 

may be neglected. A difference in perspective, such as in the following example may occur: “In 

general, marketing and engineering saw the benefits of improvisation, and financial and 

manufacturing saw it as a source of potential inefficiency and error” (Sawyer, 2015, pp. 37-38). 
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4. Being in control: Permission from the higher-ups helps individuals and groups feel free and 

more confident (Sawyer, 2015). Sawyer (2015) states that 

“Group flow increases when people feel autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Many 

studies of teams have found that team autonomy is the top predictor of team performance. 

But in group flow, unlike solo flow, control results in a paradox—because each participant 

must feel in control, while at the same time remaining flexible, listening closely, and 

always being willing to defer to the emergent flow of the group. The most innovative teams 

are the ones that can manage that paradox” (pp. 38-39). 

 

5. Blending egos: Combining everyone’s contribution equals to combining everyone’s creativity 

(Sawyer, 2015). This is also closely related to the conditions of close listening, complete 

concentration, and keeping it moving forward (Sawyer, 2015). 

 

6. Equal participation: The skill level of all participants should be even, however, group flow 

can still be hindered if any member of the group tries to dictate or believes that there is nothing for 

them to learn from the discussion (Sawyer, 2015). Therefore, managers are an obstacle in group 

flow if they do not participate in the same way everyone else does (Sawyer, 2015). 

 

7. Familiarity: When an individual knows how their team or the opponents handle situations, it 

gives them tacit knowledge, which essentially means non-verbal communication and amounts to 

being able to better deal with any set of circumstances (Sawyer, 2015). To successfully achieve 

group flow, it is crucial that everyone on the team understands the goal and is willing and able to 

communicate about it (Sawyer, 2015). Familiarity can prove to be beneficial to the team in that if 

you need creative solutions, individuals knowing each other’s workflows and thought processes 

will better function as a team (Sawyer, 2015). However, if you need new solutions, the similar 

thought processes which are found in the group can get in the way (Sawyer, 2015). In addition to 

this, Sawyer (2015) furthermore states that similarity between group members can make flow 

difficult to achieve as the challenge within the group’s interaction is lost. 

 

8. Communication: Formal meetings, especially lengthy ones, seldom offer any particularly 

creative results (Sawyer, 2015). Random or free-time meetings, however, are likely to induce flow, 

as conversation may often lead to flow (Sawyer, 2015). 

 

9. Keeping it moving forward: Individuals should follow the improvisational rule of “Yes, and 

…” (Sawyer, 2015, p. 43). To implement this technique, individuals should first openly listen to 

others, then accept that information, and may finally add their own suggestions in order to 

collectively come up with new, innovative, and creative solutions (Robson et al., 2015; Sawyer, 

2015). 
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10. The potential for failure: Sometimes individuals get more involved in the process when there 

is something at stake, for example, musicians on a stage (Sawyer, 2015). In environments such as 

the business world it can be pressuring not to fail, 

“But research shows us over and over again that the twin sibling of innovation is frequent 

failure. There’s no creativity without failure, and there’s no group flow without the risk of 

failure. These two common research findings go hand in hand, because group flow is often 

what produces the most significant innovations” (Sawyer, 2015, p. 44). 

 

It can be argued that the majority of the rules established in Sawyer’s (2015) group flow can also 

be found to be of high significance in Scrum theory (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). Such 

conditions mainly include the goal, close listening, complete concentration, being in control, 

familiarity, and communication, however, it should be noted that the remaining four are most 

definitely not excluded and may also play a part in Scrum. 

 

 

2.3.4 Burnout 

 

Remote work could change the way people interact with one another and how they schedule their 

time; this could have an impact on a lot of aspects, including but not limited to the motivation 

level, productivity, and team cohesion (Ferreira et al., 2021). These aspects all have a strong 

correlation with some key burnout causes such as work overload or communication problems 

(Maslach & Leiter, 2017). This paper is therefore interested in the connection between remote 

work and burnout.  

 

Burnout, although this word had different meanings during the early 70’s, one of which being the 

physical effect of long term drug abuse, this word was later being used by health-care personnel 

to describe a detachment from their patients (Maslach & Leiter, 2017). Nowadays, burnout is 

commonly referred to as a negative psychological experience in a workplace which could affect 

someone’s feelings, attitude, motives, and expectations. According to the World Health 

Organization’s ICD-11 (2019), burnout has 3 dimensions: the first is the feeling of exhaustion, a 

lack of energy; the second is the feeling of detachment from one’s job, or experiencing negativism 

and cynicism; and the third is the feeling of ineffectiveness and having a lowered sense of 

accomplishment.  

 

There are six identified burnout domains (Maslach & Leiter, 2017): 1) Workload, especially when 

there is a deadline that is coming up or when facing an emergent crisis. The workload domain has 

a strong correlation with burnout and especially with the exhaustion dimension that’s been 

mentioned earlier (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993). 2) The ability to seize control over one’s job . 3) 

Reward, which could be material or intrinsic (Maslach & Leiter, 2017). 4) Community, including 
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the supervisors, co-workers, and the customers (Deery et al., 2011). 5) Fairness in the work 

environment (Maslach & Leiter, 2017). 6) Values, or in other words, the reason, ideals, motivation 

that caused one to choose the job in the first place (Maslach & Leiter, 2017). As Maslach and 

Leiter (2017) have mentioned, when it comes to identifying possible burnout, all six areas are of 

equal importance, and it should be mentioned that some of these areas do interact and connect with 

one another. Excessive work for instance is usually the result of a lack of control over one’s own 

work schedule, and it is normally the tasks that are added by others which make people feel 

overwhelmed.  

 

Burnout could create a series of problems like distress, discomfort, and so on (Maslach & Leiter, 

2017), as it affects an individual’s work life in a multitude of ways. According to Maslach and 

Leiter (2017), burnout could make people feel less satisfied about their job; unable to commit and 

participate fully; and even result in resignation or turnover. Not only does it make the person who’s 

experiencing it have a hard time to finish one’s job and to stay productive, but this condition could 

also spread to and infect others, and this can happen through work or other interactions (Bakker et 

al., 2005). This negative effect is not limited to the work environment and could even affect 

workers’ home lives (Burke & Greenglass, 1989; Burke & Greenglass, 2001). Furthermore, 

burnout could also worsen a worker’s physical or mental health, which in turn is a likely factor for 

burnout (Ahola & Hakanen, 2014). 

 

With all the negative effects that burnout has, it is, however, worth noting that according to the 

World Health Organization (2019), burnout is not a medical condition. What is also worth 

mentioning is that the word burnout refers to and only refers to occupational phenomena, it should 

not be used in other contexts (World Health Organization, 2019). While some might argue that 

burnout theory does not apply to the students in this case study since they are not working, Uppsala 

game education is heavily dependent on student work, as a lot of courses’ only content is to have 

student groups work independently and make a game product like in the industry. As the students 

are learning the skills needed for entering the game industry and producing games according to its 

standard and requirements, they are in fact working. The student aspect is actually an important 

and unique side of burnout; relevant research was conducted back in 1985 and the conclusion was 

drawn that burnout is indeed something that’s experienced by college students (Meier & Schmeck, 

1985). Studies have been conducted since then to find out the relation between student burnout 

and all sorts of factors such as for example social support, which has a negative connection with 

burnout, especially when coming from the school (Kim et al., 2018). Other factors which are also 

worth mentioning are the students’ personal life, sense of community, and the learning 

environment students are situated in (Dyrbye et al., 2009; McCarthy, 1990).  

 

The link between burnout and distance education has been researched since long before the 

pandemic. According to a study conducted at the Open University of Cyprus, distance learning 

involves a lot of stress for the students, this stress came from assignments, exams, not enough time, 
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and isolation (Pavlakis & Kaitelidou, 2012). Over one third of the students in that study reported 

to have experienced intense burnout, and although this proportion decreased over time, so did the 

number of students who experienced great personal achievements (Pavlakis & Kaitelidou, 2012). 

Another study that examines student burnout during the pandemic supports that distance studies 

are related to lower engagement and higher student burnout (Salmela-Aro et al., 2022). An 

important factor that might provoke burnout in a remote situation is people’s personalities 

(Meymandpour & Bagheri, 2017). According to this research, extroverted telecommuters are more 

susceptible to burnout than those who are introverted (Meymandpour & Bagheri, 2017). Under the 

background of COVID-19, it is also found that during distance learning, there is a correlation 

between self-efficacy and burnout (Rohmani & Andriani, 2021). The higher the students’ 

academic efficacy is, the less likely they are to experience burnout (Rohmani & Andriani, 2021). 

In addition to this, according to Rohmani and Andriani (2021), students with less academic self-

efficacy are less able to solve problems, and “Most respondents experienced fatigue, sensitivity, 

and irritability as signs of burnout, and even reported a decline in grades” (p. 4). Self-efficacy also 

seems to be closely linked to the exhaustion dimension, the lower the self-efficacy, the more likely 

they feel tired and tense (Rohmani & Andriani, 2021). 
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3 Methodology 

The study was conducted through the qualitative research method of a semi-structured interview. 

The reason for choosing to do semi-structured interviews is to gain as much insight and 

information as possible while maintaining some level of flexibility (Bryman, 2012). As the focus 

of this research lies on Uppsala University game design students, a case study format is used. This 

specific restriction also allows for the collection of information in a more focused and detailed 

way (Bryman, 2012). The interviews were conducted with an interview guide that focuses on game 

production; psychological factors; and online work or education in general. Each interview took 

place online on Zoom, lasted for about 20 minutes, and was conducted on one student at a time by 

two interviewers who are also the researchers (Zoom Video Communications, 2022). One of the 

interviewers asked questions according to the interview guide as well as in response to the 

interviewee, while the other interviewer listened to the interview to have a better understanding of 

the data collected and added additional questions if needed. An evaluation of the interview guide 

and interview structure took place after each interview to adjust it better according to the new 

information gathered; changes are presented in Appendix A under the section Changelog. 

 

A total of eight interviews were conducted according to Bryman’s (2012) approach where the data 

collection process continues until a point is reached where the researchers feel that there seemingly 

is “no new or relevant data” emerging from the interviews, which, based on the initial exploratory 

research, could provide further insights for the study (p. 421). In addition to this, the data gathered 

is sufficient in providing enough codes and themes to create a working theory which covers 

different aspects and their relationship with one another (Bryman, 2012). All of the interviewees 

are current third year game design students from the different minors of graphics, programming, 

project management, and the open minor. These students have rich experience in game design as 

well as game development according to their respective minors. What is more, is that they all have 

been working remotely for at least one year. The selection process for study participants was 

carried out on a volunteer basis and students were chosen as interviewees with consideration to 

providing the research with a high diversity of student gender, nationality, and minor. 

 

Before the interviews started, all interviewees were given and signed an interview consent form 

which can be found in Appendix B, informing them regarding what the interview is about, what 

the purpose of the interview is, how the interviewees’ privacy is respected and how the data is 

handled. Furthermore, it is included that transcripts are anonymized to use aliases instead of the 

respective interviewee’s real name as well as that access to all transcripts and other personal data 

linked to the interviewees is restricted to only the researchers as well as their supervisor. All 

interviews were conducted according to the interview guide found in Appendix A, but any 

deviations which occurred during conversation were encouraged, as they had potential to provide 

new insights. The interview guide started with a general question such as “What was your 

experience like working in the group?” to explore possible new data and to see what the first 
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thought that came to the interviewees’ minds was, then the questions progressively got more 

specific as follow-up questions were asked. It should be clarified that the interview guide mainly 

focuses on remote group work and students’ personal experience of remote game development. 

 

The chosen data analysis method is thematic analysis. According to Braun and Clarke’s six step 

guide of how to conduct a thematic analysis (2006), the interview recordings were first transcribed 

into documents manually, then the transcriptions were proofread according to the audio to make 

sure they were as close to the interviews’ context as possible and to ensure the researchers’ 

familiarity with data. Following this, the coding was also done by the two researchers, each holding 

a copy of the transcripts and conducting the coding process individually to avoid influencing each 

other’s opinions. Any elements which were relevant to the research question were identified, 

coded, and arranged into different groups. The coding process was theory driven but other themes 

were also considered so long as they provided new insights which could help answer the research 

question. These codes were then sorted into different themes which had greater meanings and 

could help answer the research question. The identification of the themes was done from both the 

semantic as well as the latent level but leans more towards the semantic side. After the themes 

were identified, the researchers put together the themes they found and checked to make sure these 

themes were well supported, independent, and meaningful. Each of these themes and their 

connections were then defined and finally analyzed. 

 

While the analysis mainly focused on generally capturing all aspects of the dataset in general, some 

of these aspects were further investigated. To help with the analysis, a diagram was created to 

clearly represent the relationship between different themes. Furthermore, three additional diagrams 

were created to give an overview of gender, nationality, and study minor among the eight Uppsala 

University game design students. In order to ensure the coding and analysis process better reflected 

the interviewee’s actual opinion and so what they said was not misinterpreted, the original audio 

recording was constantly referenced and communication between the researcher and the 

interviewee was maintained throughout the research. 

 

Overall, there are several limitations concerning not only the interview process but also the data 

analysis. Firstly, it should be mentioned that although the researchers have attempted to remain 

neutral and to not involve their own opinions into the research, it is a fact that the researchers are 

part of the sample group and there may therefore be an inherent bias. Secondly, as this paper serves 

as a thesis for the researchers’ completion of their Bachelor studies, both the interviews and 

analysis were conducted by the same two researchers. Thirdly, it needs to be addressed that the 

interview schedule was changed in between interviews. Although this may have had a negative 

impact on the consistency of the analysis, it was considered valuable to include new questions 

rather than potentially excluding valuable topics. It should, however, not be neglected that this 

inconsistency may regardless have made it more difficult to make a comparative analysis and to 

draw conclusions, and, in addition to this, there was a potential of introducing bias. 
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Next, some interviewees were more forthcoming, so the Results and Discussion section does not 

include an equal amount of citations from all interviewed students. Direct quotes were selected on 

the basis of providing unique viewpoints, reflecting strong opinions or concerns, and to support 

statements. The in the Results and Discussion section presented data is aimed at representing the 

interviewees’ viewpoints as accurately as possible. However, generalizations in certain areas, for 

example how strongly select interviewees feel about a certain theme, have been made in order to 

create the main categories of positive, negative, and neutral feelings about a topic. This means that 

for example someone who slightly to moderately did not like an aspect and someone who strongly 

expressed their dislike of that same aspect may be grouped together under the same category of 

negative impressions. In addition to this, although the interviews were carefully evaluated, all data 

ultimately underlies the interpretation of the researchers. As the eight interviews contained a lot of 

data, it is possible for the researchers to have missed out on certain aspects or areas of possible 

importance. 

 

Also, this study does not extend to analyzing the impact that the physical environment, in which 

the distance learning is being conducted, had on the student, for example, if they were studying 

from home, from a separate study area or from a shared communal space, or if they had external 

interruptions or not. Other factors which are not included in this research are whether interviewees 

had problems with noise, light, workspace ergonomics or other factors that impacted productivity; 

what their internet connection was like; and to which extent family, friends, or roommates played 

a role. In addition to this, although mental health conditions such as depression were mentioned 

by some interviewees, these severe mental health related topics are not within the researchers’ area 

of expertise and were thus largely left unexplored within this paper. 

 

In addition to this, the effects of conducting the interviews online should briefly be discussed. With 

the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, to create a safer environment for the interviewees and the 

interviewers, both physically and mentally, the interviews were conducted on Zoom (Zoom Video 

Communications, 2022). This made the process of organizing interviews much easier and it also 

helped with the recording of the interviews, as Zoom itself has the functionality of recording 

meetings (Zoom Video Communications, 2022). However, it is worth mentioning that a Zoom 

interview might have made some of the interviewees less willing to talk (Irvine et al., 2010; Zoom 

Video Communications, 2022), and since most of the interviewees did not want to open their 

camera or do not have a camera, reading their facial expressions and body language was 

impossible, which introduced a challenge for data transcription as well as analysis.   
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4 Results and Discussion 

The following section presents the findings of the eight interviews which were conducted on third-

year Bachelor game design students of Uppsala University in order to answer the research question 

“What was the effect of distance education on the game design production and group work of 

students enrolled in the Bachelor of Game Design in Uppsala University during COVID-19?”, as 

well as the two sub-questions of this study: 

SQ1: How the practices of Scrum were affected by distance group work? 

SQ2: How group flow was affected by distance group work? 

 

 

 
 

To better analyze and interpret the data that has been gathered, demographic charts were created 

according to the information interviewees provided. As shown in Figure 1, out of eight 

interviewees, four are women and three are men, each of which respectively contribute 50% and 

37%. The remaining student, who accounts for 13%, classifies as non-binary. Half of the 

interviewees are Swedish according to Figure 2, Chinese students account for a quarter of the 

interviewees, and one Russian as well as one Romanian student constitute the remaining 25%. 

Finally, in Figure 3, graphic students make up 50% of the interviewees while the open minor 

students comprise 25%, and the remaining 25% is split up between one management and one 

programming student. 
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Figure 4: Thematic map, showing themes and their positive, negative, and neutral effects on 

students 

 

The themes which emerged from the coding process were arranged into four categories and a 

thematic map was created to give a better overview. As shown in Figure 4, positive effects of 

remote game development can be found in the areas of efficiency and independence. Moreover, a 

negative correlation of online work to making games has been found in the areas of collaboration, 

communication, as well as in other social environments. Areas which remote work did not have a 

significant impact on are motivation and energy as well as environmental factors. Some themes 

were not categorizable and are represented in gray; these are Scrum; Flow and Group Flow; 

Burnout; as well as Insights. 

 

Overall, when summarizing these themes as well as the general impressions of interviewees’ 

remote work experiences, although there are some heavily positive as well as negative weighing 

sides to online production which may create a variety of additional challenges to overcome, it can 

be said that online work does not necessarily reduce levels of efficiency, motivation, or energy in 

game production. However, a majority of students still either prefer working on-campus or at least 

see working together in person as the objectively better choice due to social as well as collaborative 

reasons and believe the product to be a more creative effort. 

 

In the following subsections, these underlying themes contributing toward production are 

elaborated on in more detail. Additionally, in order to support findings or statements, direct quotes 

from the interviews are utilized, for which, to protect the interviewees’ privacy, aliases have been 

used. 
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4.1 Themes by their Positive, Negative, or Neutral Effects 

This section presents themes which have been found to either positively, negatively, or neutrally 

affect students' production. 4.1.1 deals with positive impacts on production, while in 4.1.2 negative 

impacts on production are discussed. In 4.1.3, neutral themes are explained. 

 

4.1.1 Themes with Positive Effects on Online Production 

Positive effects on students’ online production can be found in the areas of efficiency as well as 

independence. In the online environment, these factors increased productivity for students. 

 

Efficiency 

According to six out of eight interviewees, online production generally gives them a feeling of 

independence and they are able to complete work more efficiently. The interviewees stated that 

the flexibility of time but especially location makes online work particularly efficient. Six out of 

eight interviewees see benefits in a variable location and the comfort of working from home. Three 

students also stated that the flexibility provided by an online schedule helps them remove worries 

and pressure about getting ready, as well as that it eliminates certain factors of day planning to 

make them more universally available.  

 

“William”: (...) it was in a way a little bit easier that you wouldn’t necessarily have to 

prepare kind of your whole day around that specific meeting because if we were to be in 

person then oh you would have to, maybe you would not live close to the meeting point 

and you would have to basically schedule your whole day. While online I would say it was 

a little bit easier like the fact that oh a meeting could come up at any time and you’d 

basically be able to join it in one way or another. (“William”, personal communication, 

April 04, 2022) 

 

Generally, interviewees described their experience of a typical day of online teamwork as starting 

with an effective group meeting during which they were able to multitask by for example eating 

food. They continued to explain that after this, students would go their separate ways and 

independently and efficiently work on their individually assigned tasks at their own pace and if 

any problems came up, they would be addressed in the next meeting with the group.  

 

“Evelyn”: Um, it’s just easier for the group meetings, like you have, after the group 

meeting, you don’t have to go back home, you don’t have to, cause, cause you’re already 

home, you can start working immediately on other things after the meetings and it was 

convenient. (“Evelyn”, personal communication, April 05, 2022) 
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While six students agreed that the online workflow is beneficial to efficiency, the remaining two 

out of the eight interviewees brought up their concerns. One student found that they felt limited 

when working online, as a lot of meetings would involve screen sharing during which they were 

required to pay close attention to the screen and could not look away and that if they did, they 

would miss something.  

 

Independence 

Moreover, the results of the interviews imply that independence and efficiency are connected. 

Out of the six interviewees who claim to have experienced greater efficiency in online 

environments, five students either verbally mention or indirectly hint at experiencing feelings of 

independence in a remote environment. Additionally, it is stated by six out of eight of the 

interviewed students that online education gives them a feeling of freedom, focus, comfort, as well 

as security and thus promotes efficiency. 

 

“Sophia”: Personally, I very enjoy working remotely. And when working online I feel 

more focused and I can arrange my own working location which makes me to participate 

in work in a more comfortable and secure way and this makes me to be more efficient at 

work. And also, I think online work reduces commuting and outings so it can be good to 

environment? So, I feel freedom when working online. (“Sophia”, personal 

communication, April 01, 2022) 

 

When working by themselves and being offered a lot of flexibility, however, students may find it 

challenging to discipline themselves to take responsibility and to complete their assigned tasks, as 

mentioned by four of the interviewees. One student also mentioned that while they do not believe 

remote work to be more efficient, they enjoy the freedom they get from an online environment on 

an equal level and consider the two factors a tradeoff. Furthermore, in a remote education and 

work environment, students claimed that with much less supervision from the teachers, 

supervisors, and peer students, they experienced more freedom compared to the offline 

environment. 

 

4.1.2 Themes with Negative Effects on Online Production 

However, it has been found that themes which mainly involve social factors such as 

communication, collaboration, as well as other social interactions have suffered in the remote work 

environment. As a result, students were presented with additional obstacles for the group to 

overcome and production was negatively impacted. 

 

Communication 

According to seven out of eight interviewees, the aspect of communication was described as a 

great obstacle in online game production. Seven of the surveyed claimed that it was difficult to 
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even properly get into touch with the team in order to start a conversation. Moreover, once they 

managed to do so, it was difficult to get their ideas or thoughts across in a way which was 

universally understandable. It was also mentioned that even if students were able to reach their 

team through online means, it was straining to have to wait around for a delayed response to be 

returned. An interviewee stated that the underlying problem, according to them, must be that there 

is too much independence in the team and that with everyone organizing their own work schedule, 

the team as a whole is neglected. To resolve the above factors, in hindsight, four interviewees 

stated that increasing the amount of communication within the team would have improved the 

team environment and led to better production, as they believed that communication is what they 

lacked in their groups. 

 

Furthermore, it has also been mentioned by four interviewees that communication was increasingly 

difficult in a team in which they did not know others well; therefore, it seems that familiarity plays 

a role in how well a team is able to communicate. In addition to this, technical problems may also 

introduce challenges for team communication, for example, a bad internet connection or a lack of 

equipment such as a functioning microphone. Nonetheless, two of the interviewees claimed that 

communication was in fact easier for them online and that it was more structured, to the point, as 

well as efficient. However, one of these interviewees stated that although efficiency may be higher 

when working remotely, it is more enjoyable for them to work with others locally. 

 

Collaboration 

Another topic which is very significant to game production is collaboration. Overall, when 

summarizing the areas of management, meetings, and problem solving which are explained below, 

a majority of six out of eight students believed online collaboration to pose a hindrance to their 

game production. It should be mentioned that the above described area of communication directly 

impacts the area of group collaboration, as assignments in Uppsala University’s game design 

courses are typically structured in a way which not only encourages but also undoubtedly requires 

teamwork. 

 

Student interviewees felt that project management is much easier and faster online, as the remote 

environment simply provides more efficient management solutions with everyone effortlessly 

being able to access schedules, for example. Online management was positively mentioned by six 

out of eight interviewees, while the remaining two did not refer to this topic. Interviewees also 

agreed that in online environments management becomes a much more important factor and one 

of the students sternly stated that they prefer a strict and clean laid out management style in order 

to unite independent working styles back into one team entity. Furthermore, organizational 

features which allow students to show their work to each other such as version control or screen 

sharing during meetings also become more important in an online space. 
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However, interviewees’ views on collaboration in meetings are split due to them seemingly having 

had vastly different experiences. Two students claimed that meetings were easier to hold in the 

online space, that they are more efficient, that online meetings helped them get to the point of the 

discussion quicker, that they reduced distractions, and that they personally prefer online meetings, 

mostly due to convenience and flexibility. In contrast to this, three other students mainly stated 

how during remote work, they were dealing with unstructured meetings that contained a lot of 

noise, found quiet team members particularly frustrating, and experienced or noticed a lack of 

motivation or other mental health related conditions such as depression when working in the team. 

According to them, as a result, these factors caused a minority of select few team members to skip 

meetings, introducing further negative energy into the affected teams’ environments. 

 

Furthermore, a factor which heavily influences multiple interviewees’ opinions on remote work 

and collaboration as a whole is problem solving. Six out of eight interviewees described how 

resolving issues and working together on campus is more convenient and beneficial to 

collaboration. Students, particularly graphic minors, prefer to resolve issues in person and to work 

locally with their team, as multiple graphic students claimed that in-person work helps them to 

better get their ideas across. One of the interviewees talked about their remote work experience as 

a graphic artist: 

 

“Evelyn”: And whenever I had issues with my softwares, and I asked for their help, we 

would usually meet up over Discord and discuss the issues. Or Zoom. Um and explaining 

where to click to solve that issue, cause, cause Maya software, it has lots of buttons and 

lots of options that you don't know most of them where they are located. Explaining where 

to click is uh, it was a bit difficult. Like oh no, a bit to the left, no you already passed it, go 

back! (“Evelyn”, personal communication, April 05, 2022)  

 

In this particular example, it could be argued that this statement demonstrates the student’s lack of 

familiarity with online tools for group work. For example, Zoom has a ‘Request Remote Control’ 

option which would have solved the described situation (Zoom Video Communications, 2022). 

“Evelyn” did not give further insights into how in-depth students are usually introduced to software 

such as Zoom or the mentioned graphics software Maya (Autodesk, 2022; Zoom Video 

Communications, 2022). 

 

Students also claim that it is more beneficial to locally work with their team as everyone can 

immediately receive feedback on everything which is being worked on. Thus, the work progress 

is shared within the group and as a result of this, teamwork as a whole becomes easier. 

 

“Charlie”: Um, so, the thing about making games remotely is uh, you can't contact your 

partners, right? So if you ever have to have regular meetings or you have to, because the 

the the thing about uh, developing together is that you can like immediately work there 
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with your partner and be like, hey, can you put this into the engine, can you, can you, like, 

make sure that this works, like, uh, can you [inaudible] that I made and, uh, and that's not 

really possible in remote environments I think [....] (“Charlie”, personal communication, 

April 19, 2022) 

 

Social Interaction 

Moreover, social related factors such as not being able to directly interact with each other may 

impact production. A majority of five out of the eight interviewees expressed their concerns 

regarding social interaction when working remotely. The affected areas for the social worries of 

students include potential misunderstandings; the importance of the software Zoom (Zoom Video 

Communications, 2022); COVID-19 related worries; sharing a space of mind and one’s ideas with 

the team; social anxiety related issues; as well as general and free time social interaction with 

students’ teams. Each of these topics is briefly presented below in more detail. 

 

In online environments, there may be an increased amount of misunderstandings, particularly as 

non-verbal interactions may be difficult to get across unlike in individuals’ usual day to day lives. 

One student explained that they believe this to be due to not being able to see each other. During 

Zoom classes with the teachers, a camera requirement had been introduced (Zoom Video 

Communications, 2022), although only some teams utilized the camera feature in their group 

meetings. An interviewee voiced their opinion about camera usage in meetings and stated that they 

mostly believe this to be a form of validation for teachers to confirm that students are present in 

class. 

 

“Charlie”: I dont think it's that important at all, honestly. Uh, I mean it might bring some 

[...], like some sense of presence but, honestly, I think it's just, I dont think it's that 

important at all, uh, yeah. [laugh] I mean I could give you my reasons for believing that 

but, yeah, uh. 

Kiana: If you would like to! 

“Charlie”: Yeah, sure. Uh, [laugh] honestly, like, some people are just not comfortable 

being in front of a camera and, like, you are not going to emote as much on a camera as 

you are going to be in, in like presence er like, physically. And I think having a camera is 

just a way for a person in like a Zoom call or like for a teacher or a lecturer to make sure 

that everyone are present at all times. [laugh] Uh. (“Charlie”, personal communication, 

April 19, 2022) 

 

Other students generally seemed to agree that cameras during group meetings are unnecessary and 

three of them stated that cameras were mainly beneficial because of the circumstances which 

COVID-19 had caused, such as an increased desire to physically interact with others. Related to 
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this, one student made the point that they feel that seeing others from their team on camera can 

make them feel more connected and almost as if they were all together in the same room. 

 

Furthermore, it can be found that there are various diverging opinions regarding how remote work 

impacts talkativeness. An interviewee mentioned how the distance environment may make 

someone who is not talkative even less talkative or vice versa. 

“James”: I think the biggest effect on the production itself other than you have some people 

better in online or offline environment is the people aspect of everything. Because when 

people are not required to meet other people you can do it online, it’s so much easier for 

people to just pull back and interact less. People that are introverted become more 

introverted, people that are extroverted become more extroverted and that in itself can 

make some groups make weird dynamics? Because the people you want input in does not 

feel confident in this type of environment to give input and that way you can lose a lot of 

things that you would’ve normally gotten when you were talking to them face to face. I 

think that’s the biggest loss in the production. Is being able to properly communicate with 

each other. (“James”, personal communication, April 05, 2022) 

However, another interviewee who considers themselves to be more of a quiet person stated that 

they do not believe there to be a difference in how quiet they are online versus offline. “Olivia” 

talked about the troubles she faced when working in a team offline versus online: 

 

“Olivia:” For me I think [...] cause personally I am not that person who really participates 

a lot, just only for speaking during the meetings no matter on campus or online. Cause 

when I was doing the meeting with the group on campus, I was really listening to that. My 

group mates can see that I am paying attention to what they are talking about but for the 

online meetings I think that other group mates, it might be difficult for them to know that 

I am actually paying attention. (“Olivia”, personal communication, April 01, 2022) 

 

Moreover, it is mentioned by four students that particularly for those who are more quiet, the 

remote barrier acts as a type of protective shield which allows for some to become more vocal. 

This type of protection can be beneficial to students who are facing social anxieties, as working 

remotely allows for them to get the physical and mental space they need and it can thus be more 

comfortable for them to work remotely. Furthermore, interviewees generally agreed that online 

interaction is easier once they get to know their teammates better. Five interviewees stated that 

knowing people in the team removes an aspect of worry about how to interact or react and that this 

makes the workflow more natural and less formal. During remote work, four interviewees 

mentioned that they actively made efforts to hang out with their teammates outside of group 

meetings, while overall students described their on-campus experience as making active efforts to 

meet up and socialize. 
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4.1.3 Themes with Neutral Effects on Online Production 

Following the results of the interviews, in an online space, environmental factors, as well as 

motivation and energy levels have not significantly impacted production capabilities of the 

majority of the interviewed game design students.  

 

Environment 

An interviewee stated that production is already internet related on-campus, and therefore the 

environment still felt very similar to them. While it is true that select variables changed, at its 

core, the procedure of game making was still very much the same for students. As the interviewees 

already had previous game making experience before they were shifted to online studies, this may 

have helped them to adapt to the new environment and to adjust their skills and responsibilities 

accordingly. Furthermore, it was stated by multiple students how at the very beginning, online 

education was not well organized, but as everyone got used to it, the environment significantly 

improved. Overall, student opinions on how the environment affects game production remain very 

neutral. Four out of the eight student interviewees argued that the environment did not significantly 

impact production. Furthermore, as for the remaining four interviewees, two claimed the 

environment to be beneficial to their process of making games, while the other two believed the 

online environment to pose a hindrance to their studies. An interviewee expressed their opinions 

about their personal online learning experience: 

“James”: Most of the actual production is done through internet way, either way if you are 

doing it online or offline and I think it’s been an interesting learning experience handing 

everything online because you have all your files and everything would be online anyway 

but now you're doing it only online. Which means you have to handle things in different 

ways, I think that in itself could form… possibly a good learning experience but we will 

learn that eventually anyway probably. So rather than… we learn too much of that and too 

little of the actual interacting with people and working close by each other. (“James”, 

personal communication, April 05, 2022) 

Although students generally stated that their daily routines have not been affected much, three 

talked about how in this situation of independently organizing their days, their sleep schedule has 

shifted into waking up later. One interviewee specifically also talked about how early meetings are 

undesirable for them and their team. While there is no specific information about how desirable 

early meetings were for them before online education, it can be assumed from the rest of their 

interview context that they regularly participated in social interaction on-campus and therefore, 

meetings might have taken place around class times. 

 

In terms of educational lectures, interviewees expressed both positives and negatives. A student 

described how the online environment allows for them to multitask, while another student 

explained how, as they were working from home, they were only casually dressed and that this 

negatively impacted their attention span during lectures. Five students reported that they generally 
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feel less serious about lectures in online environments. As described by Sari and Nayır (2020), this 

could be due to the much lower level of supervision in online lectures. However, a lack of 

supervision as well as a feeling of informality could also help to create a mentally safer 

environment for students to work and study in. This could help improve students’ work efficiency 

and contribute towards preventing exhaustion from occurring. According to the interviews’ results, 

it can be speculated that students mainly benefitted from the lack of supervision in the areas of 

independence and efficiency. Nonetheless, an interviewee brought up that it was more difficult for 

students to get help from teachers in online environments. It was also stated by two of the 

interviewees that online lectures save time and this would be a good idea for teachers and students 

if they are short lectures, however, long online lectures are draining and may cause physical 

discomfort. 

 

“James”: I don’t necessarily have examples in specifically lectures but some lectures are 

simple yeah we just get some information and then we are off, so that way both parties 

both us and the teachers could save time by having it online. But it’s also very good to do 

a lot of things offline, I don’t think it should be the normal having everything online. 

Diwei: I see, I see. 

“James”: But sitting hours and hours in horrible chairs in a lecture is something you don’t 

want to do. (“James”, personal communication, April 05, 2022) 

 

 

Motivation and Energy 

During group projects, interviewees stated motivation and energy levels to be just as high as in 

on-campus situations, if not even higher for select individuals. Regarding this, vastly different 

opinions emerged among the students; three out of eight students mentioned how energy spreads 

between people. According to them, the positive energy spread was significantly higher in on-

campus environments while online situations mostly pass on negative energy. The remaining five 

claimed how in remote situations, the feeling of independence and possessing the ability to manage 

their day has given them energy. Overall, particularly regarding remote situations, five students 

mentioned that their studying experience is positively impacted by the presence of or interaction 

with other team members. 

 

“Mary”: Like I usually get very happy and in an excited mood when it's going good with 

the coding you know. But I mean I also think that’s like, it affects like being, being on 

distance and home like, in your sofa that it can definitely affect like I mean I was 

definitely… the days where we have workshops together, those were of course more like 

happy or escalating days than when you are by yourself. That's definitely affected like, 

yeah, you're always happier when you're like in a room full of friends. (“Mary”, personal 

communication, April 19, 2022) 
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Furthermore, it is significant to note that six interviewees felt that their energy and time invested 

in projects had not changed when comparing online to offline. Six out of eight students claimed 

that online, they were in fact invested in as well as attached to their project and collectively named 

several causes for this such as projects being portfolio pieces which were of importance to all team 

members, more time invested being a positive factor for their motivation, and a general positive 

working environment that helped them stay engaged, which in turn again motivated their team. 

However, four students noted that if there is not enough structure provided by the team such as 

clear deadlines, less pressure from others in the team sometimes caused them to work less or to 

push off work. 

 

 

4.2 Scrum 

Although Uppsala University’s game design students are familiar with the process of Scrum and 

have been encouraged to utilize this agile process in their game production, Scrum processes are 

not entirely evident in the vast majority of the eight interviewees’ workflows. According to 

Schwaber and Sutherland (2020), not closely following the principles of Scrum may defeat the 

purpose of the framework and lead to unwanted micromanagement. In the following paragraphs, 

interviewees’ workflows in the remote environment are compared to Schwaber and Sutherland’s 

(2020) theory of Scrum, and an attempt is made to elaborate on in how far this may have impacted 

production. 

 

Transparency 

Overall, six interviewees indirectly believed Scrum to function better on-campus as the seven 

students stated that communication did not go well in an online environment. All four students 

who specifically mentioned progress updates explained that these updates are much easier and 

efficient to conduct in person and they therefore prefer working together on-campus. Nonetheless, 

five students noted that they did not face any troubles exchanging their documents online and some 

even claimed that all members had access to all files at all times. This mainly relates to the Scrum 

pillar of transparency, which states that all team members should always be able to view the 

project’s progress (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). According to Comella-Dora et al. (2020) and 

Van der Lippe and Lippenyi (2020), the students’ opinions of how working locally leads to more 

efficient results of production is a known finding, as the concept of transparency simply functions 

better in a local environment (Comella-Dorda et al., 2020; Van Der Lippe & Lippenyi, 2020). 

 

Also connected to this aspect are stand up meetings where students present their work. Four 

students found that stand up meetings were more significant in the online space. Interviewees’ 

habits of conducting online stand up meetings greatly vary, with three of them claiming these 

meetings to have taken place every day and two other students stating that they would only meet 

with their team if problems arose or to share occasional progress. As for the duration of stand up 
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meetings, one interviewee reported that their meetings were held over the duration of about 10 

minutes per person and that they considered this quite a short duration. When comparing this to 

Schwaber and Sutherland’s (2020) framework where it is mentioned that stand up meetings should 

merely take up 15 minutes in total, it becomes evident that meetings of 10 minutes per person may 

compare to be a much longer duration, particularly considering that this education usually features 

teams ranging from four to seven students. However, the same interviewee also concluded that 

whenever stand up meetings were shorter, they proved to be more effective. Overall, four students 

claimed that the stand up meetings they had online were no different from stand up meetings on 

campus and that they did not particularly feel there to be a significant difference. It was 

furthermore stated that by select teams, online stand up meetings were mainly considered as a 

means of keeping everyone on track and engaged, as well as a way to socialize. Nonetheless, three 

students still expressed their concerns about issues relating to regular interactions and work 

transparency. It should also be noted that the Scrum processes of inspection and adaptation were 

not frequently utilized by the students. 

 

Furthermore, four interviewees expressed how their team workflows were not Scrum or not agile 

based, such as not simultaneously working on the project and rather waiting for new content to 

arrive from other team members before they would start working on their assigned tasks. “James” 

talked about his experience with online game development: 

 

“James”: Well, I definitely preferred the offline experience. Because it’s so much more 

hands on, with the online experience it’s so much more hands off. You’re a bit distanced 

from the project, you can not go in and look at all of the fine details as you are interacting 

and watching everyone work with you. You are more acting and interacting with the project 

after a big update or after being…being finished of work for the day, you are not just there 

while the working and be able to assist or change things in the middle of the project. You 

have to wait a bit after when they give you their updates which slows down the project 

itself and really just makes it slog of a process and less fun. (“James”, personal 

communication, April 05, 2022) 

 

However, the students still found themselves to partly be using concepts of this framework, such 

as clearly assigning tasks among the team and making sure to share their work progress with other 

team members. In addition to this, interviewees believed clear predefined goals to be particularly 

important in remote work. 

 

Trust 

Interviewees agreed that trust in teams is particularly important in an online environment and 

provides a positive correlation to efficiency. All five interviewees who directly or indirectly 

mentioned this factor stated that once trust has been established between team members, the team 

environment and even individual’s workflows improved. One student also considered this to have 
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proven true in their teams, although they described their teamwork experience as only work-based 

and not related to free-time events. Although the meaning of team trust was not elaborated on by 

any interviewee, the following words were used in this context: comfort, familiarity, improved 

group dynamic, on the same page, passion, reliability, and separate areas of expertise. From the 

mentioned keywords, it can be argued that team trust in these interviews overall mostly concerns 

the area of collaboration. Interviewees mainly mention individual task completion among team 

members; communication in meetings, such as effectively getting their ideas across; and generally 

working and socializing together in a team. 

 

 

4.3 Flow and Group Flow 

In this section, an attempt is made to compare the underlying principles of flow by Nakamura and 

Csikszentmihalyi (2002) as well as those of group flow by Sawyer (2015) to the interviewees’ 

responses. While it cannot be determined if students achieved the state of flow, this section 

discusses in how far the prerequisites for flow may have existed in their online related working 

environments. 

 

According to Beard and Csikszentmihalyi (2015), a home environment, from which the vast 

majority of participants confirmed they are working from, commonly negatively impacts the 

possibility of flow as it lacks goals as well as structure, factors which are required for entering the 

flow state. Nevertheless, it is also stated that in work environments, the opposite is true (Beard & 

Csikszentmihalyi, 2015). Sawyer (2015) describes one factor which may introduce group flow to 

be the potential for failure (Sawyer, 2015). However, it is explained by Nakamura and 

Csikszentmihalyi (2002) how students are much less likely to experience flow, as the stakes of 

education may turn their working experience into a stress-inducing factor, therefore limiting flow 

and their creativity. In spite of this, it is explained that for students, flow becomes highly likely in 

group situations (Beard & Csikszentmihalyi, 2015). Overall, the combination of the likeliness of 

flow in all of these circumstances seems to not be very indicative when applied to students who 

are working from home, as it is unclear which factor would take priority. 

 

In group flow, Sawyer (2015) describes that casual free-time meetings are more likely to induce 

flow. An interviewee explained that their group had multiple casual free-time interactions and 

reported only high motivation and efficiency in their team. While they did mention that they were 

friends before the project, this can still be closely related to the circumstances of communication 

and familiarity from Sawyer’s (2015) prerequisites for group flow. “Evelyn” talked about how 

free-time events helped her team with creating a more relaxed environment: 

 

“Evelyn”: Um, so I think every group tried to, in their own way, tried to keep up or, like, 

stay in touch outside of work. And I think that helped the working environment as well. 
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Cause you don’t feel [.....] you don’t feel pressured, like you don't feel like you have to be 

formal or [...] I’m not sure if I'm uh, if, if I’m making sense right now but uhm [...] [laugh], 

like, like you can, you can uhh be yourself with them? Kind of? But like, yeah. (“Evelyn”, 

personal communication, April 05, 2022) 

 

Further analyzing the same interviewee’s experiences, multiple other factors of group flow can be 

applied to this student’s team. Some of them, of course, would merely be project as well as 

structure related such as the prerequisite of having a clear and also shared goal. Others, such as 

close listening as well as blending egos might come on a natural basis, as they relate to familiarity 

and the interviewee described their experience as an enjoyable, motivated, and productive 

workflow with their friends. What was also described in this interview was that the independence 

provided by the online environment was beneficial to efficiency and therefore another one of 

Sawyer’s (2015) prerequisites for group flow, being in control, can be applied. 

 

Another interviewee mentioned that creativity was more easily achievable in the online 

environment which also directly relates to the fact that flow helps produce particularly creative 

results (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2002). The student stated that online, they felt much more 

relaxed and not creatively pressured to come up with an idea on the spot and how the team would 

take an entire day to brainstorm and then come back together in the next meeting. As in the 

previous example, it can be speculated that this experience is related to casual free-time 

interactions. Although it is unclear how much communication occurred, this may still be a possible 

contributing factor towards the team having experienced flow. Furthermore, Sawyer’s (2015) 

principle of being in control may also have played part in this experience, as the description of this 

experience conveys a potentially independent workflow or a feeling of responsibility to bring one’s 

own work and ideas to the next meeting. Moreover, there were also mentions of improvisation 

which may additionally have positively contributed toward group flow and creativity. 

 

As a multitude of four interviewees described how it was easier to work with teammates they know 

on a more personal or free-time level, this can once again be attributed to Sawyer’s (2015) 

principles of familiarity as well as communication. Groups who were newly working with each 

other generally noticed an improvement in the group environment once they got to know each 

other better. 

 

“Sophia”: Maybe in the beginning so everyone is more like reserved? Usually if one 

person shares his or her opinions and the rest of us will just agree. When we are getting 

more and more familiar with each other, we can see the diversity of opinions? And we are 

becoming more willing to express our own ideas and we are able to make like, rational 

evaluations of other people's ideas. (“Sophia”, personal communication, April 01, 2022) 
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However, one student brought up that as you get to know others in the team, this might also make 

working with them more difficult depending on how well students get along. It was also brought 

up that, particularly in groups containing members one is unfamiliar with, as multiple opinions 

come together, it is easier to find new ideas. This same viewpoint can also directly be found in 

Sawyer (2015)’s concept of familiarity and may help induce group flow. 

 

While three interviewees did talk about having online free-time interactions with their team, others 

talked about not doing so. Comparing this to the interviewees’ gender distribution, those who did 

not engage in free-time activities mainly are the men. Although another student claimed to have 

tried to hang out with their team on a more casual basis, they reported that they did not get along 

on a personal level. Overall, from the results of the interviews, while it can be said that increased 

free-time interaction may be beneficial for the group environment, not engaging in free-time 

interaction seems to have a neutral impact on student teams and, according to the eight 

interviewees, might not necessarily present any negative effects. 

 

Students also mentioned situations of stress in their interviews, which according to Nakamura and 

Csikszentmihalyi (2002) is commonly found in educational environments and may limit students’ 

flow and creativity. While interviewees agreed on the increased importance of management during 

online education, one student reported that in order to make more time for production, their team 

cut down on management time. They explained that generally time constraints of assignments 

created stress for them and they therefore did not use the in the education popular management 

tool Trello, as it simply seemed to be additional unwanted micromanagement (Fog Creek Software, 

n.d.). Another student commented on time constraints as well and explained that to them, 

sometimes the most important factor was to simply complete the project in time and how in one 

course, for example, students had to create about one new game each week. These examples show 

that students seemed to face stress, which might have negatively impacted production as well as 

their chances of experiencing flow. 

 

 

4.4 Burnout 

Among the three dimensions of burnout (World Health Organization, 2019), it is the exhaustion 

dimension that has been described most by the students. Three students mentioned that they 

mentally feel more exhausted, or have less energy during an online meeting or while working at a 

distance. As mentioned above, communication is a substantial challenge in an online environment; 

it makes it harder for ideas and thoughts to be efficiently conveyed. This, in addition to the fact 

that some people need more social interaction due to the switch to online education because of 

COVID-19, makes the meetings longer, more frequent, and less productive. If these types of 

meetings happen repeatedly, this factor could make the students experience exhaustion and 

demotivation, as mentioned by one of the interviewees: 

https://zh.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Fog_Creek_Software&action=edit&redlink=1
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“William”: I’d say that since we kind of lacked human interaction, people would expect 

that if we have more meetings online and talk to, talk to you know other people it might 

help in a way? [...]  

Kiana: But it didn’t? 

“William”: Yes, in a way it really didn't.  

(…) 

“William”: Every time you were able to see the progress made over the weekends it was 

kind of encouraging. But sometimes you had these depressing days where you literally 

couldn’t do anything, just staying bad and, you know, not have enough energy to do work 

and when you have the meeting, the meeting then some people show progress it’s like, you 

know, demotivational. (“William”, personal communication, April 04, 2022) 

 

Other than communication problems, the social isolation resulting from online production could 

also be a potential source of burnout. While the reduced supervision from the teachers could make 

the students less likely to experience exhaustion, less interaction among students, although not 

proven by the data gathered, could lower students’ sense of accomplishment or their efficiency 

(Maslach & Leiter, 2017). 

 

Another significant factor is the control that students hold over their game production as well as 

their overall study efforts. Six out of eight interviewees agree that they have more independence 

while studying and working online; they can decide when they want to do something, where they 

want to do something, and how they are going to do it. This autonomy students have is likely to 

help them be more satisfied and devoted to their work and studying processes, thus preventing 

exhaustion from happening (Maslach & Leiter, 2017). On the other hand, students also lose part 

of this control due to distance education, since communication and collaboration between team 

members have become more difficult and unpredictable or when autonomy is being used in a way 

which is unbeneficial to the team as a whole: 

 

Diwei: Like, do you always have, well, always is not the correct word. Like, how often do 

you have this 8am meeting? 

“Evelyn”: Uhmm.. We had it once or twice and then I convinced them that this isn't gonna 

work. [laugh] That I would at least like to have it at 10. (“Evelyn”, personal 

communication, April 05, 2022) 

 

Overall, it is rather difficult to say whether online education made people more likely to suffer 

from exhaustion or less likely to suffer from exhaustion. Different individual approaches could 

result in very different outcomes and it is significant that a healthy communication and 

collaboration environment is formed in order to stop burnout from happening. 
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During the interviews, it is mentioned by two students that working remotely feels less rewarding 

and enjoyable, however, this did not seem to impact their attachment to the product at all and only 

two students think that they put in less time and effort into the production. Since it has already 

been suggested that insufficient reward could increase the likelihood of burnout (Glicken, 1983), 

it is possible that although distance education and production do make the process of making 

games less rewarding, this did not reach the point where it would dramatically affect the students 

and cause burnout. On top of this, a lot of interviewees mentioned that as production progressed, 

they felt more confident and more used to the online method. 

 

In conclusion, burnout dimensions did not exhibit in many of the interviewees and for the three 

students who did experience one or several dimensions of burnout, these were not strong enough 

to actually cause burnout. This is partly because of the independence brought by online education; 

students have more control over their studies and production and also because the switch to a 

remote environment did not affect burnout domains such as workload, fairness, or values. To better 

prevent burnout from happening in an online environment, it is vital to maintain a stable 

communication between team members; to have a strong leader that guides the team to avoid noise 

and unproductive meetings; as well as to create a healthy environment where everyone can 

motivate each other and there is a shared understanding of opinions among team members. 

 

 

4.5 Insights 

Interviewees claimed to have gained a multitude of valuable insights due to the switch to remote 

work. These insights mainly concern the areas of social interaction as well as efficiency. “William” 

mentioned both of these topics when talking about his perspective of succeeding in group work: 

 

“William”: [...] I'd say it taught us how to deal with people at their worst? 

Kiana: Okay. 

“William”: Yeah [laugh]. Since not everyone was always in a good mood, not everyone 

was happy at all times, it’s, you kinda get more, I don't know, humane, because we are all 

in the same situation and you're being more understanding. [...] (“William”, personal 

communication, April 04, 2022) 

 

Further insights regarding the social perspective are that the online environment taught students 

about communication, how to make oneself understood, and how to better get one’s ideas across. 

This was particularly helpful and noticeable for those interviewees who were usually more quiet 

in their groups. As for insights relating to efficiency, four students agreed that the change in 

environment served as a more valuable lesson for life in that one can adapt to anything, and 

experiencing different situations may come in handy in the future. “William”, in regard to game 
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design students’ future jobs, expressed how he believes the remote work experience to be 

beneficial: 

 

“William”: [...] Well, [...] I would say that it… , like we cannot expect that oh we’ll always 

get a job in person and be able to work with other people, so I’d say that it was, in a way, 

it was a good training. It was hard and challenging but I'd say that it's a good skill to have 

for the future because you'll never know where it will take us. (“William”, personal 

communication, April 04, 2022) 

 

Furthermore, four students mentioned how the experience of working independently and freely 

structuring their day including their work schedule has taught them how to be more organized in 

general. They claimed that the reasons for this lie in the fact that remote work has forced them to 

learn how to discipline themselves to work hard on their own as well as to take responsibility. 

Improvements in general production skills as well as areas of the students’ minors were also 

mentioned by five of the interviewees, but attributed to being learned over time through the 

repeated making of games in their courses and not due to the online environment.  
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5 Conclusion 

Due to the emergence of the global pandemic COVID-19, online education was conducted by 

Uppsala University as well as a significant number of other universities in the world. This paper 

researches as to what effects the remote environment has on students’ game development processes 

and how it has impacted their studies in general in order to answer the following research question 

and its sub-questions: 

“What was the effect of distance education on the game design production and group work of 

students enrolled in the Bachelor of Game Design in Uppsala University during COVID-19?” 

SQ1: How the practices of Scrum were affected by distance group work? 

SQ2: How group flow was affected by distance group work? 

Eight third-year Bachelor’s game design students of Uppsala University have been interviewed by 

means of a semi-structured interview which was then analyzed using thematic analysis. The 

findings of this research are presented below. 

 

Overall, the online environment provides students with a significant amount of independence 

which has been shown to increase efficiency and to reduce stress. As the remote working 

environment provides an aspect of flexibility regarding time and location, students are able to 

experience more freedom in terms of day planning and feel more in control over their study as well 

as working habits. However, these circumstances also require students to more actively take 

responsibility for their working habits. Therefore, self- as well as team management becomes 

increasingly important in online environments. 

 

Furthermore, a negative correlation between social factors and remote working situations was 

found in the eight student interviewees. Not only reaching out to team members but also general 

communication within the team was described to be increasingly challenging online. In addition 

to this, the majority of students stated that they prefer to collaborate in on-campus environments 

as this facilitates tasks such as team meetings, resolving problems, as well as working together in 

general. It has also been found that the amount of social interaction has decreased and is perceived 

to be more difficult in remote situations. 

 

Moreover, it was described by students that the online environment as a whole did not impact their 

working habits in any significantly positive or negative ways. Students’ attachment towards 

projects generally was not affected in the online environment and similarly, motivation as well as 

energy levels were mostly reported to be comparable to on-campus education. 

 

Regarding the framework of Scrum, students stated the importance of transparency as well as trust 

within teams but also described work transparency to not function as well as in on-campus 

situations. Furthermore, relating to the concept of flow, multiple interviewees described online 

working environments in which several of Sawyer’s (2015) prerequisites for group flow can be 
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identified. In connection to the factor of increased independence experienced by students in remote 

situations, a likelihood of not only group- but also individual flow experiences among students is 

suggested. In regard to burnout, although there are reasons for an online environment to cause 

burnout dimensions, in some cases, certain aspects of it may also contribute towards preventing 

burnout. 

 

 

5.1 Applications 

For educators, it is significant to note that certain on-campus course activities may benefit from 

the addition of the online space. Shorter lectures which mainly contain instructions, for example, 

could be held online and recorded. Not only would this provide a more flexible approach to both 

students and teachers in terms of time and location, but this would also allow students to once 

again follow along with the teachers’ exact instructions of when an assignment was explained and 

discussed in class. Furthermore, this might also positively impact the number of student questions 

which teachers may receive regarding re-explaining an assignment. However, there are still 

activities that should remain on-campus, such as workshops or troubleshooting, as close 

communication and collaboration are particularly significant in these situations. 

 

While a lack of supervision in online environments could make students feel less serious about 

their studies, too much supervision could affect students in a negative way, and they could feel 

pressured, unsafe, as well as stressed. In addition to this, it should be noted that students mainly 

expressed their concerns regarding supervision in connection with camera requirements and did 

not mention progress check-ins. As independence was found to be a significantly beneficial factor 

in remote situations which helps students to be more focused and work with greater efficiency, it 

may prove difficult to adequately balance the factors of supervision and independence in online 

situations and this therefore requires further research. Moreover, necessary support should also be 

provided to assist students in getting used to the distance education method, particularly on how 

to efficiently communicate between team members and how to collaborate in an online 

environment. It is furthermore significant for educators to set an emphasis on how to efficiently 

translate Scrum processes into an online environment, particularly regarding transparent 

workflows. Additionally, in order to facilitate students’ game production, software beneficial to 

collaboration such as Plastic SCM as well as general technical support should also be more broadly 

offered (Codice Software, 2022). 

 

For game design students or possibly game designers in the industry, while working online, it is 

important to create a communicative, cooperative, as well as motivating environment. Not only 

will such an environment lead to more trust within the team and therefore improve productivity, 

but these circumstances are also beneficial to inducing group flow and may furthermore reduce 

the chance for burnout to occur. Moreover, as students experience more independence online, it 
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becomes increasingly important for each student to be aware of their outstanding tasks and to feel 

enough responsibility to start working on them. In order to facilitate this process, structured 

management within the student team is beneficial. It should additionally be noted that this also 

applies to meetings. While Scrum processes have not been closely followed by a majority of the 

interviewees’ teams, a lack of structure in meetings may be resolved by reintroducing Scrum roles, 

such as designating a Scrum Master. During stand up meetings, the Scrum Master’s responsibility 

is to generally make sure Developers mainly focus on presenting their work and do not wander 

off-topic as well as to keep meetings within the designated time frame. However, it should also be 

noted that, according to Schwaber and Sutherland’s (2020) Scrum framework, as the Scrum Master 

is not a Developer, this team structure might be difficult to achieve in smaller student teams. 

 

 

5.2 Limitations 

Even though the data gathered is sufficient for this particular research, it remains unclear how the 

university as a whole has been affected by the distance method due to the relatively small sample 

size. While some problems such as communication or collaboration troubles are likely to be faced 

by a large number of students, the frequency and likelihood of issues such as potential detachment 

from the project may prove to be difficult to identify and may depend on the individual. 

 

Due to scope and time limitations, this case study only focused on the student level of Uppsala 

University and did not take teachers and supervisors into consideration. As they play a 

fundamental part in distance education, the educators’ viewpoints could be of great help to 

construct a better educational environment. It would also be of interest to further research as to 

how their perspectives compare as well as relate to the students’ views and as to whether this 

provides any new conclusions towards improving online education. Another factor which limits 

the scope of this paper is that research was exclusively conducted on third year Uppsala University 

game design students and thus mainly relies on the in this institution present educational structures. 

Furthermore, while the variety of student origins provides an international range of opinions, this 

may introduce communication barriers. 

 

COVID-19 

Moreover, it should be reiterated that students of this paper experienced distance education as a 

result of the global pandemic COVID-19. It is therefore uncertain in how far outside factors, such 

as the overall effects and circumstances of COVID-19, have affected students’ opinions on the 

online environment. One example would be that one of the interviewees repeatedly claimed to be 

depressed. While it is possible that this is one of the negative impacts of a lack of social interaction, 

it could also be a more underlying result of the global pandemic COVID-19 (Sønderskov et al., 

2020). 
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Countries responded to the pandemic in different ways and to various extents. Sweden for example 

only banned gatherings consisting of more than 50 people in late March of 2020 when other 

European countries were under strict lockdown (Orlowski & Goldsmith 2020). While slight health 

and safety recommendations were in place, Sweden’s coping strategy mainly emphasized 

individual responsibility (Nygren and Olofsson, 2020). Furthermore, little information regarding 

potential safety measures, such as the usefulness of face masks, or details regarding the virus’ 

spread were available to and even actively hidden from the public (Brusselaers et al., 2022). 

 

When Uppsala University’s game design program was moved to an online space, students were 

no longer required to stay within proximity of the campus. Although students mentioned the term 

home in interviews, this does not necessarily define from which geographical locations students 

were working from. However, unlike students who were living in areas which featured lockdowns 

and strict measures towards preventing COVID-19, it can be speculated that students who 

remained within Sweden might have grown more accustomed to the more casual approach towards 

the pandemic which the country had chosen. As a result, vastly different viewpoints on distance 

education may have emerged between interviewees who studied at the same institution. 

Nonetheless, it should be clarified that no data which supports or denies this speculation can be 

observed in the eight student interviews and it is unclear in how far students followed or valued 

the COVID-19 related regulations of their country of residence. 

 

Variance in Personal Experience 

Furthermore, individuals might experience distance education in different ways, for example in 

relation to whether they are introverted or extroverted. Britannica and Editors of Encyclopaedia 

(2019) generally define introverts as careful, reserved, and to have trouble adapting to social 

circumstances, while extroverts are described to be active, spontaneous, and attentive towards 

others. It is, however, also stated that this distinction is rather simplistic and that most individuals 

possess both traits while expressing one or the other depending on any given situation (Britannica 

& Editors of Encyclopaedia, 2019). While no concrete conclusions can be drawn from the eight 

student interviews, previous research involving introverts and extroverts has shown that 

introverted students generally become more extroverted in online environments (Downing & 

Chim, 2004). Furthermore, it has also previously been found that reduced social interaction could 

potentially make introverts more fond of distance education than extroverts (Harrington & 

Loffredo 2010). However, according to Abe (2020), there is also a study that found no significant 

difference between introverted and extroverted students regarding their satisfaction level in online 

versus offline education. 

 

Another reason as to why individuals’ experiences with online game design education may vary 

is due to differences in working habits and personal circumstances. Some examples of areas which 

are affected by this variance are different ways of team management, communication, and 

collaboration, individual workflow practices, one’s physical working environment, or even mental 
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health related concerns. Overall, there are many variables involved when comparing students’ 

opinions. 

 

 

5.3 Future Research 

As a result of the chosen research method, this case study has a relatively small sample size. While 

it provides detailed perspectives of Uppsala University game design students’ views on online 

education, it is difficult to say exactly how many students share these opinions. A quantitative 

study might be helpful to more generally point out the main problems which students faced during 

distance education and to reduce the noise in the data. What is also worth looking into is how 

students with different minors feel about distance education, as tasks within a project are usually 

distributed according to students’ minors or specific skill sets. Furthermore, a comparison study 

with other game design programs around the world could also be done to find out which education 

specific structures as well as potential demographic factors impact the online education process. 

 

Moreover, the link between individuals’ personality traits and their experience with online 

education could be further explored. Although there are already studies done in this area, the results 

are rather inconsistent (Abe, 2020). In addition to this, as it was found that the men generally did 

not engage in social free-time interactions with their team, it might also be of significance to 

research a possible difference in opinions and approaches between genders.  

 

Last but not least, during online education, interviewees were working from their homes for the 

vast majority of the time. It is notable that no student mentioned their family, any roommates or 

friends outside of teammates, nor any other potential distractions they may have faced in their 

home environment. As for further research, it would be interesting to explore in how far these 

factors impacted students’ studying and working processes. There are many questions which arise 

when considering this area. 

● Why were these not topics that came up in the interviews?  

● Were they perhaps not as important factors to students?  

● Were students affected by these at all?  

● Did the interview guide and interviewers not allow them enough space to talk about these 

topics?  
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7 Appendix 

Appendix A: Interview Guide 

 

1. Tell us about your experience with making games remotely. 

- In general, how do you feel about online projects and working remotely? 

- Were there any aspects that were easy about it? Be specific. 

- Were there any aspects that were difficult? Be specific. 

- How much effort and time did you invest in the games you made? 

 

 

2. How did production go for your team(s) in online work environments? 

- How about 

… stand up meetings 

… keeping track of everything 

… inspecting others’ work 

… deviations from the original goal 

- Did you feel creatively attached to the game(s) you were making? 

- What did you learn? 

 

 

3.  What was your experience like working in the group? 

- Did your group members get along? If not, why? 

- How important is it to have the camera on during the online meetings? For both you and 

your group.  

- How energetic did you feel? How energetic are others in the group? 

- Did teamwork in the group change over time? If so, how? 

 

 

Changelog: 

- After Interview 1, added: 

How energetic did you feel? What about the group environment? 

How much effort and time did you invest in the games you made? 

- After Interview 2, rephrased: 

How energetic are others in the group? 

- After Interview 6, added: 

How important is it to have the camera on during the online meetings? For both you and your 

group.  
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Appendix B: Interview Consent Form 

 

Researchers 

Kiana Geno Schmoll  [email removed] 

Diwei Lyu   [email removed] 

 

Supervisor 

Sarah Lynne Bowman  [email removed] 

 

 

Research Question 

COVID-19 Case study: The effects of distance education on the game design practices of students 

at Uppsala University in 2022 

 

Interview Purpose 

The purpose of this interview is to collect data for our Bachelor’s Degree Project in game design. 

We want to find out about students’ experiences with making games in teams when working in an 

online environment. 

 

The interview is expected to take about 20 minutes and will take place over Zoom. You will be 

asked three general rather simple and vague questions about making games remotely, about how 

game production went and about the team(s) you were a part of, allowing you to speak about your 

experience freely. 

 

Please take your time answering the questions and do not stress. You do not have to be formal in 

this interview and we will of course be providing you help to find your answers through follow up 

questions, etc. 

 

Privacy 

Access to the information acquired in the interview as well as personal data linked to it such as 

your name will never be made public and only be available to our supervisor Sarah Lynne Bowman 

as well as us, the researchers, Kiana Geno Schmoll and Diwei Lyu. For the purpose of quick access 

between the involved parties, data will be shared via Google Docs. After the data is no longer 

relevant for the research, it will be deleted. 

 

Data which appears in the degree project will be anonymized, making sure not to reveal your 

personal information as well as concealing possible points of identification through which you 

could be recognized, such as which game in specific you worked on. 
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Data 

Participation in this interview is voluntary. You can decide to quit at any point during the interview. 

● The interview will be recorded and a transcript will be produced by us 

● If you wish to view the resulting transcript or request edits to it, please let us know 

● We may use direct quotations as long as they correspond to the anonymization conditions 

mentioned in the ‘Privacy’ section above 

● We will use the data gathered only for purposes relating to the degree project and all data 

will be handled in accordance with the ‘Privacy’ section above 

 

 

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed as part of this research project. If you have any questions 

or concerns, feel free to contact us or our supervisor. 

 

 

By signing this form you indicate that you have read and accept all of the above and agree to be 

interviewed. 

 

 

 

 

______________________________________ 

 

 


