
S.   Brian   Zavala  
8/22/2019  

 
Literature   Review:   Crash   &   Burn  

 

In   contemporary   culture,   overtime   has   become   the   norm   and   people   often   find  

themselves   working   extra   hours.   Recently,   a   video   game   producer   from   the   popular   company  

Rockstar   Games   mentioned   that   he   and   his   team   of   game   developers   had   worked   “100-hour  

weeks”   in   order   to   complete   the   western   action-adventure   game,    Red   Dead     Redemption   2.    This  

shockingly   high   number   of   work   hours   became   a   highly   contentious   topic   among   different   video  

game   news   sources;   one   particular   company   that   investigated   this   experience   was,   Kotaku,   a  

company   that   manages   a   blog   about   the   video   game   industry   and   gaming .    Jason   Schreier,  

author   and   journalist   who   investigated   overtime   at   Rockstar   Games   for   Kotaku,   discovered   that  

the   game   development   company   had   the   biggest   overtime   culture   when   compared   to   others.  

One   employee   who   worked   on   the   first    Red   Dead   Redemption    game   mentioned   that   he   worked  

an   average   of   “70   hours   a   week...”   and   also   mentioned   that   employees   who   elected   to   work   a  

more   traditional   number   of   hours   would   receive   “dirty   looks”   from   their   peers.   The   developer  

stated,   “‘   There   was   this   culture   of,   if   you   don’t   put   in   the   hours,   you’re   not   worth   working   here’”  

(Schreier).   For   some   Rockstar   employees,   specifically   those   in   San   Diego,   upper-level  

executives   required   80-hour   work   weeks   of   their   employees.   The   article   further   goes   on   to  

explain   that   no   employees   wanted   to   challenge   company   executives   because   fear   was   a  

motivator   for   working   overtime.   “‘Fear   of   getting   fired,   fear   of   under-performing,   fear   of   getting  

yelled   at,   fear   of   delivering   a   shitty   game’”   (Schreier).   All   these   concerns   consumed   the   weekly  

lives   of   the   employees,   and   the   article   pinpoints   a   common   problem   in   videogame   culture,   and  

workplace   culture   as   well.  



“Crunch   culture”   is   a   phrase   used   to   refer   to   a   body   of   people   who   work   extreme  

overtime   hours   in   order   to   complete   a   product   in   a   short   amount   of   time,   particularly   in   the  

weeks   before   its   release.   It   is   worth   noting   that    Red   Dead   Redemption   2    came   out   and   received  

great   reviews,   and   after   its   release,   all   the   employees   that   worked   on   the   project   received  

bonuses   for   their   dedication   to   the   project.   While   it   is   interesting   to   read   about   the   success   of  

such   a   project,   the   crunch   culture   game   development   style   brings   up   some   important   questions  

about   the   game-making   experience.   Does   working   extreme   overtime   hours   equate   to   producing  

a   better   product?   If   not,   what   factors   contribute   to   compromised   work   quality?   Also,   does  

satisfaction   on   a   project   correlates   to   the   work   effort   of   employees   experiencing   overtime?   After  

examining   crunch   and   the   implications   of   extensive   overtime   (particularly   at   Rockstar   Games),  

one   will   learn   that   the   process   of   making   video   games,   and   all   project   based   work,   needs   to   be  

paced   in   a   moderate   manner   so   as   to   not   compromise   the   mental   and   physical   health   of   the  

employees.   This   is   important   because   when   employees   are   not   suffering   excruciatingly   long  

hours   throughout   the   development   process   of   a   project,   the   result   will   be   happier   and   more  

effective   employees.   Not   only   is   this   important   in   the   game   making   industry,   but   it   has   strong  

ramifications   for   employees   across   all   fields   and   walks   of   life.   

In   order   to   understand   the   effects   of   overtime   and   crunch   work   periods,   it   is   important   to  

have   an   understanding   of   how   the   gaming   industry   works.   The   process   of   making   games   is   a  

task-based   system   where   a   team   of   developers   completes   a   number   of   tasks   each   week   to  

bring   a   video   game   to   life.   This   process   of   development   is   typically   known   as   the   development  

pipeline.   Just   like   any   other   tech   project,   each   phase   of   development   is   split   into   four   categories.  

The   first   stage   is   the   conceptual   phase.   In   this   phase,   a   team   of   people   designs   and   sketch   out  

the   idea   for   their   product.   At   this   juncture,   the   idea   of   the   game   is   essentially   conceived   and   the  



scope    of   the   project   is   determined.   In   John   P.   Flynt’s   book    Software   Engineering   for   Game  

Developers,    he   defines   scope   as   “...the   boundary   of   the   engineering   effort.   It   designates   the   set  

of   functionality   you   want   to   include   in   the   system”   (36).   However,   it   should   be   noted   that   in   terms  

of   games,   scope   is   essentially   the   broad-ranging   goals   that   will   be   achieved   by   a   game  

development   team.   

Once   the   idea   and   scope   of   the   project   are   approved   by   a   producer   (the   team   manager),  

the   project   then   starts   to   make   its   way   to   the   alpha   stage.   This   is   where   the   developers   of   the  

project   start   to   program   the   main   mechanics   that   allow   the   game   to   work.   Artists   and   animators  

may   start   creating   basic   placeholders   to   put   into   the   project   in   order   to   get   a   sense   of   how   the  

game   will   look   with   the   programmed   systems.   After   alpha   is   completed   and   tested,   the   team  

then   goes   into   making   a   version   of   the   game   that   is   playable   for   a   select   audience.   What   follows  

is   the   beta   stage   where   a   team   makes   a   nearly   complete   game   in   which   bugs   are   prevalent,   but  

the   fundamentals   of   the   game   are   playable.   Artists,   animators,   and   programmers   assemble   their  

work   to   near   completion   and   present   it   to   either   the   public   or   a   private   team.   After   beta   is  

complete   and   bugs   are   discovered,   the   final   stage   of   development—the   gold   stage—begins.  

This   is   where   a   game   development   team   starts   to   create   their   final   product.   Within   the   stages   of  

this   development   cycle   are   many   situations   where   “crunch”   could   arise.   

Another   important   factor   that   needs   to   be   explained   is   the   size   dynamic   of   these   teams.  

One   study   conducted   at   the   University   of   Gothenburg   concluded   that   different   size   companies  

experience   different   forms   of   crunch   behavior   (Edholm   et.   al.).   In   this   study,   the   researchers  

(Swedish   engineers)   analyzed   crunch   culture   and   studies   its   correlation   to   the   number   of  

employees   that   they   have   hired:   micro   companies   with   less   than   10   employees,   small  

companies   with   less   than   50   employees,   medium   companies   with   less   than   250   employees,   and  



major   companies   with   more   than   250   employees.   In   their   interviews   and   surveys,   the  

researchers   found   that   no   matter   the   size   of   the   company   or   how   it’s   organized,   overtime   still  

occurred   throughout   the   development   process   despite   the   size   of   the   production   teams.   The  

researchers   also   concluded   that   of   all   sizes,   small   companies   experienced   the   highest   number  

of   crunch   periods   within   development.  

In   the   majority   of   careers,   overtime   can   be   detrimental   to   both   the   company   and   to   the  

employee.   Extensive   overtime   or   “crunch”   in   itself   can   be   categorized   in   three   different   ways  

depending   on   how   often   it   occurs.   Research   from   the   Swedish   team   showed   that   crunch   can   be  

a   different   experience   depending   upon   the   project.   One   form   of   crunch   is   known   as   continuous  

crunch.   This   form   of   crunch   is   defined   as   work   that   is...   “carried   out   because   of   unreasonable  

scheduling   created   early   in   the   project   that   forces   employees   to   work   extra   hard   in   order   to   get  

the   game   shipped   according   to   schedule”   (Edholm   et.   al.   47).   The   second   form   of   crunch   is   the  

final   crunch.   This   is   essentially   “one   big   crunch   for   the   last   couple   of   weeks   of   the   project   before  

the   final   deadline”   (47).   This   specific   form   of   crunch   can   be   seen   in   the   work   habits   of   most  

people   who   work   to   complete   stuff   before   a   deadline,   often   evident   in   students   and   workers  

alike.   Another   form   of   crunch   is   known   as   the   mini   crunch.   This   work   habit   is   essentially  

“...multiple   crunches   throughout   the   project   that   do   not   last   longer   than   a   fortnight   each”   (47).  

This   only   occurs   as   a   result   of   the   developer   or   artist’s   own   passion   or   sticktoitiveness;  

employees   who   participate   in   mini   crunches   want   to   ensure   quality   in   their   work   that   may   not   be  

possible   within   the   constrictions   of   their   regular   work   schedule   and   the   pending   deadline.  

Edholm   et.   al.   cite   an   additional   form   of   crunch,   which   is   tied   in   with   those   previously   mentioned.  

This   last   form   is   possibly   the   most   detrimental   one   to   a   project;   it   is   known   as   delusional   crunch.  

This   is   less-so   a   description   of   the   process   of   someone   working   and   more-so   a   term   used   to  



describe   situations   where   “...the   studio   truly   believes   that   they   are   not   crunching,   yet   the   staff  

works   overtime   and   spends   late   nights   at   the   office”   (48).   Delusional   crunch   refers   to   the   times  

in   which   the   work   culture   encouraged   or   forced   people   to   work   overtime   when   management  

believes   that   extensive   overtime   does   not   occur.   The   different   types   of   extensive   overtime   or  

“crunch”   referenced   previously   prompt   further   discussion   about   whether   the   extra   hours   can  

affect   the   work   quality   of   the   employees   surveyed—whether   employees   in   the   workplace   face  

burnout   or   whether   they   are   just   exuding   passion   for   their   project.  

Overtime   and   the   practice   of   “crunch   culture”   have   the   potential   to   negatively   influence  

work   quality.   One   word   to   describe   this   phenomenon   is   “burnout”.   Christina   Maslach,   a  

psychologist   who   surveys   American   work   life,   and   Michael   P.   Leiter,   an   organizational  

psychologist,   define   burnout   as   a   combination   of   both   exhaustion   and   cynicism.   They   go   on   to  

further   define   these   two   states   of   being   as   “...actions   to   distance   oneself   emotionally   and  

cognitively   from   one’s   work,   presumably   as   a   way   to   cope   with   work   overload”   (Maslach   and  

Leiter   499).   Later   on   in   their   writing,   Maslach   and   Leiter   note   that   some   studies   have   found   a  

link   between   burnout   and   decreased   work   quality.   While   surveying   nurses   and   police   officers,  

those   who   were   noted   to   have   burnout   would   have   compromised   work   quality.   Nurses   with  

burnout   were   found   to   have   treated   patients   more   poorly,   while   officers   were   more   likely   to   use  

violence   against   civilians.   Not   only   do   Maslach   and   Leichers   writings   focus   on   the   effects   of  

burnout   on   an   individual,   but   they   also   talk   about   the   causes   of   burnout.   Three   specific   causes  

of   burnout   that   they   mention   in   their   writing   are   heavy   workloads,   potential   rewards,   and  

community   participation.   When   discussing   heavy   workloads,   they   mention   how   increased  

workload,   with   continued   high-expectations   for   quality   output,   could   cause   one   to   become  

exhausted.   When   discussing   rewards   (a   potential   motivator   of   heavy   workloads),   the   authors  



mention   that   the   possibility   of   any   sort   of   pay   bonus   or   promotion   prompted   employees   to   work  

harder   making   them   “...vulnerable   to   burnout”   (Maslach   and   Leiter   500).   Finally,   when  

discussing   community   and   corporate   culture,   they   mention   how   workplace   bonding   encourages  

employees   to   work   beyond   their   limits.   

There   are   a   lot   of   unforeseeable   things   that   can   cause   overtime   work.   However,   a  

portion   of   these   events   can   be   avoided   with   better   management   and   administration.   Most   of   the  

time,   teams   have   an   unrealistic   scope:   the   design   and   concept   of   a   game   may   cause  

developers   and   artists   to   do   twice   that   amount   of   work   they   would   normally   do   because   there   is  

an   unrealistic   expectation   or   goal   that   a   team   works   to   complete   (Petrillo   et.   al.   13:9).   Unrealistic  

scope   creates   a   potential   of   forcing   heavy   workloads   on   a   team   and   can   cause   employees   to  

suffer   from   burnout.   

Another   issue   that   arises   in   the   game   making   project   is   when   a   mechanic   is   added   to   a  

game   without   being   consulted   or   discussed   during   the   concept   phase.   Feature   creep   is   this  

process   in   which   “...new   modules   are   added   without   planning...”   (Petrillo   13:9).   These  

mechanics   could   be   completely   buggy   since   they’re   not   extensively   planned   out   or   discussed   by  

a   team   of   people.   Not   only   do   the   potential   mistakes   of   implementing   an   unplanned   system  

cause   heavy   workloads   for   others,   but   sometimes   even   the   possibility   of   receiving   potential  

recognition   from   higher   management   is   what   motivates   an   employee   to   add   an   unplanned  

feature.   The   culture   in   itself   seems   to   inspire   this   competitiveness   among   developers   to   show  

that   they   are   committed   to   their   work.   The   self-serving   aspect   of   individuals   adding   features   as  

they   go   may   cause   future   crunch   and   overtime   to   occur.   Whether   the   system   works   or   not,   this  

process   of   adding   mechanics—feature   creep—takes   away   time   from   the   tasks   that   need   to   be  

completed   and   causes   a   crunch   period   in   development   as   it   may   take   away   from   time   already  



allotted   to   other   tasks.   

After   defining   the   games   industry   and   also   understanding   crunch   and   the   impacts   of  

burnout   it   is   important   to   understand   whether   or   not   crunching   can   impact   the   success   of   a  

project.   According   to   an   article   written   by   Paul   Tozour,   it   can   be   confirmed   that   putting   in  

“extraordinary   effort”   or   extra   hours   into   a   project   does   not   necessarily   result   in   a   better   video  

game.   In   fact,   Tauzor’s   collection   of   data   received   through   surveying   developers,   designers,   and  

artists   in   the   games   industry   concluded   that   “...crunch   makes   games   LESS   successful   wherever  

it   is   used,   and   when   projects   try   to   dig   themselves   out   of   a   hole   by   crunching,   it   only   digs   the  

hole   deeper.''   Part   of   the   surveying   process   found   a   correlation   between   lower   consumer   scores  

and   frequent   crunching   within   a   game   project.   With   knowledge   of   how   crunch   can   occur   and   the  

effects   of   burnout   that   can   be   inflicted   on   a   victim,   one   can   see   the   negative   results   of   crunching  

on   a   project.  

It   is   important   to   consider   that   burnout   and   extreme   overtime   within   a   limited   time   frame  

can   lead   to   deterioration   of   one’s   physical   and   mental   health.   In   2004,   the   spouse   of   an  

employee   of   EA   (Entertainment   Arts)   posted   online   about   the   impact   of   crunch   culture   on   her  

spouse   and   her   family.   She   states:   

The   stress   is   taking   its   toll.   After   a   certain   number   of   hours   spent   working   the   eyes  

start   to   lose   focus;   after   a   certain   number   of   weeks   with   only   one   day   off   fatigue  

starts   to   accrue   and   accumulate   exponentially   .   .   .   The   extended   hours   were  

deliberate   and   planned;   the   management   knew   what   they   were   doing   as   they   did   it.  

The   love   of   my   life   comes   home   late   at   night   complaining   of   a   headache   that   will  

not   go   away   and   a   chronically   upset   stomach,   and   my   happy   supportive   smile   is  



running   out   (“The   Human   Story”).   

If   an   employee   works   extreme   overtime   throughout   a   long   term   project,   problems   arise.   While  

the   work   quality   may   not   decrease   exponentially,   employees   have   a   higher   chance   of   making  

mistakes.   In   fact,   as   stated   by   the   spouse   of   the   EA   employee   in   the   online   post,   “The   team   is  

rapidly   beginning   to   introduce   as   many   flaws   as   they   are   removing   .   .   .   Every   step   of   the   way,  

the   project   remained   on   schedule.   Crunching   neither   accelerated   this   nor   slowed   it   down;   its  

effect   on   the   actual   product   was   not   measurable”.   In   all,   practicing   crunch   in   the   long   term   can  

negatively   impact   employees   since   they   will   inevitably   suffer   from   burnout   and   feel   the   side  

effects   caused   by   the   limitations   on   other   aspects   of   their   lives.   

What   is   also   worth   noting   is   that   since   the   publication   of   this   online   story,   EA   has  

recognized   this   unhealthy   practice   and   have   taken   steps   toward   changing   it,   as   the   result   of   a  

class-action   lawsuit   that   awarded   $15.6   million   dollars   of   overtime   pay   to   employees   who   were  

not   paid   overtime   during   periods   of   “crunch.”   Many   now   report   that   at   EA,   instead   of   mandatory  

overtime   without   pay,   there   is   soft   pressure   to   work   overtime   to   complete   game   projects  

(Williams).   

Further   investigating   whether   other   game   design   employees   in   multiple   companies  

across   the   United   States   have   these   same   experiences   would   help   to   make   inroads   into   an  

exploration   of   the   mental   health   of   those   involved   in   the   gaming   industry.   Video   Game   Addiction  

(also   known   as   “gaming   disorder”)   is   a   recently   classified   disease   where   people   suffer   from  

impulse   control.   It   would   also   be   interesting   to   explore   whether   the   traits   of   those   game   players  

who   suffer   from   the   addiction   might   also   be   the   same   traits   commonly   found   in   those   who   work  

in   the   industry.   As   crunch   culture   in   the   gaming   industry   is   a   relatively   new   phenomenon,   the  



trend   of   recent   articles   on   the   topic   serves   to   provide   much   food   for   thought   and   additional   areas  

of   exploration   within   the   gaming   industry.   It   is   worth   noting   the   irony   that   the   very   same  

technological   advances   that   allow   people   to   complete   products   in   rapid-fire   crunch   periods   are  

the   technological   advances   that   the   same   workers   are   seeking   to   improve   their   products.  
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