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The aim of this study was to understand indie game communities and the activity that 

happens in them, especially placing emphasis on indie game developers and their 

promotional activities. Utilizing a qualitative thematic analysis, the data collected from 

different game developers and their activity in indie game communities were divided into 

the categories of promotion, update announcements, asking for feedback, listening to 

feedback, pushback, Q&A, casual conversation, and moderator work. 

Indie game community activity can be categorized into three categories of mature, active, 

and agitated communities, while the participants can be categorized into moderators, 

volunteers, regular participants, and lurkers. Developers can be categorized into community 

managers, promoters, developer-moderators, regular participants, and lurkers. 

For promotional activities in indie game communities, developers can post previews of 

upcoming content, promote game-related community events and challenges, post Q&As, 

announce opportunities to purchase game-related merchandise, and promote other social 

media accounts related to the developer or the game, for example. 

The findings contribute to existing research of video game marketing by expanding the 

understanding of indie game communities, and the categorization of the indie game 

communities and developers helps to bring structure to the space.  
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Tutkimuksen tavoitteena oli ymmärtää indie-peliyhteisöjä ja niissä tapahtuvia keskusteluja, 

erityisesti huomioiden indie-pelinkehittäjien toimintaa ja heidän käyttämiään 

markkinointikeinoja. Laadullista sisällönanalyysiä ja teemoittelua käyttämällä eri 

pelinkehittäjien ja heidän indie-peliyhteisössänsä tapahtuvasta toiminnasta kerätty data 

jaettiin kategorioihin markkinointi, päivitysten julkistaminen, palautteen pyytäminen, 

palautteen kuunteleminen, vastaisku, kysymys ja vastaus, satunnainen keskusteleminen ja 

moderaattorityö. 

Indie-peliyhteisöt voidaan lajitella kolmeen luokkaan: kypsät, aktiiviset ja kiihtyneet 

yhteisöt. Peliyhteisöjen osallistujat voidaan lajitella moderaattoreiksi, vapaaehtoisiksi, 

perusosallistujiksi ja katselijoiksi. Kehittäjät voidaan luokitella yhteisön hallinnoijiksi, 

markkinoijiksi, kehittäjämoderaattoreiksi, perusosallistujiksi ja katselijoiksi. 

Indie-peliyhteisöjen markkinointitoiminnassa kehittäjät voivat esimerkiksi julkaista 

esikatseluita tulevasta sisällöstä, järjestää peliin liittyviä yhteisötapahtumia ja haasteita, 

järjestää kysymys ja vastaus -keskusteluja, ilmoittaa mahdollisuuksista ostaa peliin liittyviä 

tuotteita sekä mainostaa muita pelinkehittäjän tai peliin liittyviä sosiaalisen median tilejä. 

Tulokset laajentavat olemassa olevaa videopelien markkinointitutkimusta ja ymmärrystä 

indie-peliyhteisöistä. 
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1  Introduction 

In this master’s thesis, I would like to examine indie game communities and the activity that 

happens in them. This includes topics such as brand communities, community management, 

and social media marketing. 

1.1  Background 

While the video game industry is much younger than other entertainment-focused industries 

such as film and music, there are still multiple periods that can and need to be examined to 

understand the context upon which modern video games are built. 

The 1960s to 1970s can be considered the prehistory period of video games. During this 

time, many groups formed by people from different fields of expertise came together 

independently to contribute to what would eventually become a new form of popular culture. 

Perhaps the first video game around this time was the 1958 “Tennis for Two”. An engineer 

of the Brookhaven National Library in the United States, Willy Higibotham, wished to create 

an attractive display of technology for the visitors of the library. He converted an 

oscilloscope, a machine that transforms vibrations into a wavelike motion on a screen, into 

a simple tennis game, in which the player could push buttons to control the trajectory of a 

speck of light moving on the screen. (Malliet & De Meyer, 2005) 

After “Tennis for Two”, three major players entered the picture, each contributing to the 

emerging medium in their own way: these three were Steve Russell, Ralph Baer, and Nolan 

Bushnell. Steve Russell was a student at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology in 1962, 

where he developed the game “Spacewar” specifically for the purpose of entertainment. This 

project can be considered the first “computer game”, and it laid the groundwork for the 

simulation and action elements of genres that would emerge later in the 1970s and 1980s. 

Ralph Baer was a well-respected, forty-year-old engineer at the electronics company 

Saunders Associates, and from 1966 onward, he could be considered the founder of the in-

home video game. Finally, there was Nolan Bushnell, who can, technically speaking, be 

considered the founding father of the arcade video game, managing to take video games out 

of the sphere of scientific research and to the general public. (Malliet & De Meyer, 2005) 
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The period of 1973-1977, specifically the years 1976 and 1977, were when the console and 

arcade video game markets in the United States really took off. This period also saw 

important technological innovations, which set the standards for future platforms and genres. 

The 1970s and especially the 1980s also laid a foundation for modern indie games, with the 

gradual disconnection of production and distribution. Early in video game history, it was 

common for a single company to take care of all aspects of game development, but the 1970s 

and 1980s saw the birth of three different categories: distributors, console manufacturers, 

and developers working in collaboration. Developers needed consoles for their games, 

distributors needed licenses for distributing source codes, and console manufacturers needed 

widely available, good-quality games for their platforms. (Malliet & De Meyer, 2005) 

Skipping forward in time through the division of console and PC games and the birth of the 

“triple-A” game, the 2010s can be seen as the rise of the indie game as we understand them. 

Before 2011 and the release of Minecraft, the best-selling indie game as of February 2025 

by a wide margin (Statista, 2025), the indie game market rarely saw games that were as 

successful as their big-budget counterparts (with some exceptions). However, Minecraft 

showed that with enough creativity and passion, small developers can create similar smash 

hits as triple-A developers, and the indie game market saw a boom of new games. For 

example, from June to August of 2015, the number of indie games released on Steam 

worldwide was around 450, while from June to August of 2017, the number was around 

1107 (Gamasutra, 2017). Among these were indie games that, for example, revived 

underappreciated genres, made incredibly engaging stories, and overall showed that with 

enough passion, there is still room for games that “lack the massive budgets, realistic 

graphics, and omnipresent marketing of AAA games”. (Hosch, 2021, para. 6) 

But now, to move away from history, further understanding of indie game developers in 

indie game communities requires an understanding of video game development as a field of 

work. The following will include some statistics to help with this. 

In 2022, the worldwide gaming market generated an estimated 347 billion USD, with 248 

billion coming from the mobile gaming market. The biggest companies in the video game 

industry are Nintendo (Japan), Microsoft (the US), and Sony (Japan), which amounted to 

around 29 percent of the total gaming industry revenue. Their place is cemented due to their 

focus on video gaming hardware production. Outside of hardware production, the company 
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Tencent (China) generated the most estimated gaming revenue worldwide in the 4th quarter 

of 2023, largely due to their focus on mobile and online games. (Clement, 2024) 

Some major western gaming companies in terms of employees as of June 2023 include 

Ubisoft Entertainment (France) with 20 729, Embracer Group (Sweden) with 16 600, and 

Electronic Arts (the US) with 13 400 employees (GP Bullhound, 2023). While the exact 

number of indie developers is hard to estimate due to many working on games as a hobby or 

a side business, and the definition being unclear in general (Do you count a teenager’s pet 

project on GitHub, or a half-finished group project that is never published?), in 2021 there 

was an estimated number of 31 000 independent game development studios in the United 

States (Gamescrye, 2023). 

Perhaps a more concrete picture of the indie landscape can be established by examining the 

number of indie games released. The number of indie games released on the PC video game 

distribution service Steam in 2023 was 13 790, compared to 181 games that were classified 

as “AA” or “AAA” (VG Insights, 2024a). Around 66 percent of game developers worldwide 

who worked on video game projects in 2024 were working on PC games (Game Developers 

Conference, 2024), which is supported by 62 percent of indie and mid-size video game 

development studios choosing to develop for the desktop in 2023. 66 percent worked on 

mobile phone projects, and 47 percent on console. (Unity Technologies, 2024) 

Overall, the indie game landscape is very competitive with so many games coming out every 

month. Standing out requires both a good quality product and an ability to get people to want 

to try out your game. The aim of this study is to understand indie game communities and the 

activity that happens in them, especially placing emphasis on the activity done by indie game 

developers and their promotional activities. A healthy community fosters customer loyalty, 

and both makes new people want to see what your game is about, and existing players 

interested in what you will release next. 

1.2  Literature Review 

Some major themes that are required to understand this paper include research into brand 

communities and their management, as well as how these relate to indie video games and 
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their communities. This chapter is a summary of some important points, and the concepts 

will be explored further in chapter 2. 

Pioneers of the concept of a “brand community”, Muniz and O'Guinn (2001) define a brand 

community as a “specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured 

set of social relations among admirers of a brand.” (p. 412) Three characteristics that tie a 

community together are “shared consciousness, rituals and traditions, and a sense of moral 

responsibility.” (p. 412) Shared consciousness means a connection people feel towards 

others in the same brand community as well as a sense of demarcation between users of the 

same brand and other brands. Rituals and traditions are shared social processes which 

“function to maintain the culture of the community,” (p. 421) while a shared sense of moral 

responsibility “produces collective action and contributes to group cohesion.” (p. 424) 

Examples of these three characteristics include people thinking of themselves as “Mac 

people” (shared consciousness), Saab drivers flashing their lights at other Saab drivers as a 

greeting (rituals and traditions), and Mac-focused pages writing about horror stories related 

to using a PC, encouraging people to stay loyal to the brand (moral responsibility). 

Larger brands typically hire a community manager for their brand communities. According 

to Perkins (2015), the main job of a community manager is to “manage (that is, facilitate) 

the communication that exists between customers and company.” (p. 15) The job also 

includes “fostering positive connections and empowering community members to interact 

with each other and with the business in a meaningful way.” (p. 15) Community managers 

have many tasks: conveying excitement over accomplishments, responding to questions and 

requests, keeping an eye on trends, cultivating engagement and happiness, absorbing 

reactive criticisms, interpreting raw data to gain insights, protecting the community against 

spam and trolls, and re-directing requests to appropriate channels. According to Herd (2023), 

with video game communities specifically, developers and community managers can, for 

example, regularly share progress, welcome player feedback, and maintain open 

communication with the audience. This works to “foster a more loyal and enthusiastic fan 

base, helping generate word-of-mouth marketing and increasing support for [the game 

developers’] projects.” (Community Cultivation section) A loyal and enthusiastic fan base 

can even help with funding the games through crowdfunding platforms such as Kickstarter 

and IndieGoGo. Furthermore, investors and publishers often find new indie game projects 

to support through these platforms, with fan support working as a proof of customer interest. 
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Saldanha, da Silva, and Ferreira (2023) argue that video game communities are great at 

helping us understand game cultures. Some analytic and emerging dimensions related to 

video game communities include “meanings and perceptions associated with the [video 

game] community, feelings of belonging, issues of access, structure, and organization, and 

contexts of participation.” (p. 1004) Participants in video game communities are, in a way, 

the collective creators of specific game cultures. 

Hsu and Lu (2007) suggest that customer loyalty in online game communities is influenced 

by “perceived enjoyment, social norms and preference” (p. 1642), while “perceived cohesion 

has an indirect impact” (p. 1642). Furthermore, community managers need to help customers 

overcome problems they might encounter, such as unstable systems, and other players acting 

maliciously. While not all indie games have online elements, these findings can still apply: 

Perceived enjoyment refers to intrinsic motivation, which is imperative to customer 

participation in game communities: “if the users do not perceive the participation as 

enjoyment, they are unlikely to join it.” (p. 1654) Social norms in the 2007 study refer to the 

possibility that users want to belong to communities and comply with the mandates and 

expectations that are formed in them, which increases loyalty. Perceived cohesion, which 

has an indirect impact on customer loyalty, is important in determining user preferences in 

community participation. Achieving common interests and building relationships satisfies 

individuals’ needs, which helps in developing a sense of positive attitudes toward the 

community. 

Overall, a lot of research on brand communities and community management also applies to 

video game communities, although very few papers are about indie game communities 

specifically. What I would like to research are the day-to-day aspects of indie game 

communities, along with how they can be categorized. Furthermore, I wish to find out more 

about how indie game communities are utilized by indie game developers. This research will 

be beneficial for anyone who wants to further understand these communities, as well as 

developers who wish to utilize or take part in the communities around their products. 
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1.3  Research Questions 

The research questions of this paper will largely focus on what kind of activities take place 

in indie video game communities, as well as how indie game developers take part in their 

communities. 

First, I would like to categorize the different content that is created in indie game 

communities. The benefit of this is being able to find similarities between different game 

communities and some overarching themes that emerge in online conversations. Thus, the 

first research question will be as follows: 

Q1. How can indie game community activity be categorized based on their content? 

Second, indie game developers have different ways of taking part in their communities or 

not taking part at all. Some might frequently answer questions from fans, while others might 

only appear to announce new developments but not take part otherwise. Some also have 

official channels for their communities, while other communities are managed by fans. Thus, 

the second research question will be: 

Q2. What different roles can the indie game developer take in indie game communities? 

Finally, to further understand the relationship between indie game developers and the 

community, we must also understand how indie game developers utilize their game 

communities in the promotion of their products. The third and final research question will 

be as follows: 

Q3. How do indie game developers utilize indie game communities in the promotion of their 

games? 

The aim of Q3 is to find out how indie game developers utilize game communities in the 

promotion of their games by, for example, making announcements, or generally monitoring 

the community. As mentioned previously, many indie games depend on the support of their 

game communities for their success. For example, a common occurrence is indie game 

developers gathering feedback from their communities and making changes to keep the 

community happy. 
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1.4  Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework that this thesis fits into is research related to brand communities. 

Specifically, some related research topics are video game communities, the concept of 

“indie”, digital marketing, social media marketing, consumer behaviour, customer loyalty, 

and brand perception, as well as customer attitudes. 

 

Figure 1: The relationship between the indie game, the community, and the individual. 

As we can see in Figure 1, the indie game can affect the indie game community by utilizing 

community management, as well as influencing who is interested in joining the game 

community in the first place, as the communities an individual is a part of reflects their 

interests and values. Game communities are born from individuals as well as the product, 

and the activity that happens in these communities affects these individuals in turn. Finally, 
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the game community can also influence the game. The concepts in Figure 1 will be further 

explained in the next section. 

1.5  Definitions and Key Concepts 

Some concepts that will come up in this paper include the concept of indie as it relates to 

video games, indie game communities, indie game community activity, and the individuals 

who take part in the communities, including the developers. 

In fields such as movies, “indie” and “independent” are used similarly, but with some key 

differences such as which is seen more as breaking away from the norm (King, 2016). 

However, in this study, “indie” is used synonymously with “independent”. “Indie” as it 

relates to video games often refers to games that are developed by individuals or small teams 

of 2 to 10 people mostly without the support of a larger company (Helpshift, 2023). The term 

is highly contextual and signified by many factors from “the reputation of its developer to 

its production budget to its storyline to its aesthetic qualities” (Pajkovic, 2023, para. 2), but 

the main determinant is if the larger video game community considers a game as being indie. 

The definition of “indie game community” used in this study refers to the brand communities 

that form for different indie games, consisting of individuals who are invested in following 

discussions surrounding the game. Whether people who follow discussions but do not 

interact with them, colloquially known as “lurkers”, are included in the definition of “game 

community” is debatable, but since these people can still be affected by the discussions, they 

will be included in the definition used in this paper when considering the research questions 

2 and 3. Research question 1 requires analysing existing conversations, which means that 

“lurkers” are not included. The activity that will be analysed will consist of text, images, and 

short videos, which are common formats for indie game community activity. 

When writing of “developers” in this study, the definition used is sometimes broader than 

the typical use of “developer”. Because of the chosen methods of data collection (see chapter 

3), it cannot be entirely certain whether someone whose text is collected as data is truly the 

standard definition of “developer”, which is “a person or company that creates new products, 

especially computer products such as software” (Cambridge Dictionary, n.d.). Therefore, the 

definition of “developer” in this paper may also occasionally include people who work with 
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the game development team in other ways, such as community managers, although emphasis 

was placed on standard developers whenever possible. 

1.6  Delimitations 

Delimitations must be put into place to make a research paper manageable to write in an 

acceptable timeframe. This paper has four such delimitations.  

Firstly, the chosen field that is studied in this paper is the video game market, specifically 

indie games. This is done because there is a gap in research in the field, as much of the 

research that is done is focused on video game communities as a whole, not specifically indie 

game communities. 

Secondly, the gathered data will be from game communities for games that have a PC 

release, specifically games on the video game distribution service Steam. This is to make 

deciding which communities to gather data from easier, as there are websites such as 

SteamDB that focus on gathering data about game popularity on Steam, for example. The 

data will mostly be gathered from the social media website Reddit, with some external links 

being considered where necessary, such as when a developer posts a link to an external blog 

or a video as a Reddit post. 

The third delimitation is mainly a consequence of the chosen data; the data is coming from 

people who, first, are interested in the chosen games or developed them, second, use Reddit, 

and third, want to contribute to conversations there. Additionally, the chosen data is written 

in English. The posts of the people who do not fulfil these conditions are left out. Due to the 

userbase of Reddit being mostly from the United States (Statista, 2024), this makes the 

conversations happening on the platform US-centric, which may also skew the results. 

The final delimitation is that the data that is gathered is publicly available. Further insights 

could be gathered by conducting interviews or surveys, for example, but this study is only 

focused on online conversations. Furthermore, the author is not employed in the video game 

industry, meaning that there are no industrial insights or insider knowledge about video game 

marketing. 
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1.7  Research Methodology and Data Collection Plan 

The main method for data analysis in this paper will be a qualitative thematic analysis based 

on publicly available data collected from indie game communities on the social media 

website Reddit. By gathering data and dividing it into different thematic categories based on 

the content, we can answer the research questions: Q1 will involve categorizing the 

participants and communities into different categories for a better understanding of what 

different kinds of people interact with indie game communities and how the communities 

themselves differ from others. Q2 will be answered by observing the data and looking for 

patterns in the behaviour of different developers, which in turn helps with developing 

different roles for how developers interact with their communities. Finally, Q3 will be 

answered by further observing data falling into the “promotion” category and looking for 

different methods developers like to use to promote their products. 

1.8  Structure of the Study 

This thesis contains an introduction (pages 7-16), a literature review examining relevant 

topics to the study, such as brand communities, indie game communities, and video game 

promotion (pages 17-31), research design and methods, which examines, for example, how 

the data in this study was collected and analyzed (pages 32-38), findings based on the data 

(pages 39-51), discussion and conclusions (pages 52-57), and a list of references (pages 58-

63).  
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2  Literature Review 

The major themes that will be covered in this literature review include brand communities 

and their management, indie game communities and how the term “indie” is defined in 

different fields, as well as how game developers can build stable online communities. 

2.1  Brand Communities 

Pioneers of the concept of a “brand community”, Muniz and O'Guinn (2001) define a brand 

community as a “specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured 

set of social relations among admirers of a brand.” (p. 412) Three characteristics that tie a 

community together are “shared consciousness, rituals and traditions, and a sense of moral 

responsibility.” (p. 412) Shared consciousness means a connection people feel towards 

others in the same brand community as well as a sense of demarcation between users of the 

same brand and other brands. Rituals and traditions are shared social processes which 

“function to maintain the culture of the community,” (p. 421) while a shared sense of moral 

responsibility “produces collective action and contributes to group cohesion.” (p. 424) 

Examples of these three characteristics include people thinking of themselves as “Mac 

people” (shared consciousness), Saab drivers flashing their lights at other Saab drivers as a 

greeting (rituals and traditions), and Mac-focused pages writing about horror stories related 

to using a PC, encouraging people to stay loyal to the brand (moral responsibility). Jones 

and Vogl (2020) expand the definition of brand communities to include members sharing “a 

mutual concern for one another’s welfare” (p. 18), “a connected identity founded in shared 

core value(s) and purpose” (p. 18), and participation in “shared experiences reflecting the 

shared value(s) and purpose” (p. 18). Members of a successful brand community need to be 

mutually concerned for one another’s welfare, as it is hard to inspire people to stay or join if 

that is not the case, share value(s) and purpose with each other to feel connected, and the 

goals of the customers and the brand need to be overlapping, aligned, or complement each 

other, as otherwise the brand cannot offer genuine value to its customers. For example, 

“Elite” members of the crowdsourced review platform Yelp write reviews for businesses 

because they want to “share friendship, experiences, and grow better at writing reviews” (pp. 
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18–19), while Yelp as a platform benefits because its purpose is to guide its users in finding 

highly rated restaurants by way of user-submitted reviews. Both of these goals complement 

each other. 

In a literature review by Roy Bhattacharjee et al. (2022), the authors compile 285 articles 

related to brand communities to form an idea of the current state of research on this topic. 

The authors found four different stages of research: stage I, “Conceptualization and 

theoretical notion of brand communities” from the year 2001 to 2004; stage II, “Behavioral 

mechanism and exploration of brand communities' usefulness” from the year 2005 to 2010; 

stage III, “Development and expansion” from the year 2011 to 2015; and stage IV, “Brand 

communities in the new age technology” from the year 2016 to 2020. 

Roy Bhattacharjee et al. (2022) further expand on the stages as follows: The first stage was 

instrumental in defining the concept, despite the literature review finding only three studies 

focused on the topic. Muniz and O'Guinn (2001) defined three prominent characteristics 

relevant to the concept: shared consciousness, shared rituals and traditions, and a sense of 

moral responsibility, while McAlexander et al. (2002) emphasized the sense of loyalty brand 

communities make their participants feel in their study. The second stage was when research 

contributions started gaining momentum, with studies growing from three to 42. Some new 

concepts tied to brand communities included findings based on the social identity theory by 

Tajfel et al. (1979), which highlights how individuals’ sense of self can be derived from the 

social group they are a part of. Furthermore, research during stage II was expanded to include 

contexts other than the USA and the retail industry. Stage III further continued this expansion 

and development, with 100 new studies compared to 42 from the previous stage. The main 

focus of this stage was brand communities based on online and social media communities. 

This included the new research context of the video game industry, such as with Harwood 

and Garry (2015), which focused on the concept of gamification as it relates to customer 

engagement and customer engagement behaviour. The final stage outlined by Roy 

Bhattacharjee et al. (2022) is stage IV, which contains the most studies out of all the stages, 

at 140. The main focus of this stage was further research into brand communities and social 

media, as well as “new-age technology-driven marketing”. Roy Bhattacharjee et al. (2022) 

also suggest directions for brand community research in the future, which includes “new 

theories, research contexts, characteristics, and methods” (p. 22), such as researching brand 

communities in a B2B context instead of B2C, which most brand community studies focused 
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on, as well as overcoming the recent stagnancy in brand community research by focusing 

more on conceptual theory development, as only 8.42% of the articles reviewed in the 

literature review were conceptual. 

Now that we know more about the development of the research landscape around brand 

communities, we can dive deeper into the specifics. The first question that needs to be 

answered is “How are brand communities formed in the first place?” 

Stokburger-Sauer (2010) argues that consumer-brand identification is based on “strong 

relationships between the customer and the brand and other customers” (p. 363), while strong 

consumer-brand identification leads to positive effects on customer satisfaction, loyalty, and 

advocacy for the brand. Facilitating brand-community relationships relies mostly on 

community marketing activities, with the biggest benefit coming from offline activities such 

as events rather than online activities such as chat rooms. Meanwhile, Kumar and Kumar 

(2020) propose that the levels of brand community engagement are based on the benefits to 

customers and the level of community relationship investment. The benefits are experience-

based and self-esteem-based, with, for example, experiences referring to any activities in the 

brand community that appeal to the senses, while self-esteem refers to feelings of confidence 

and admiration that brand communities might make someone feel. Community relationship 

investments, in turn, refer to reliable benefit programs and services, as well as feelings of 

care and efforts to deepen ties between members, for example. These examples give ideas 

on how to improve the “relationships between the customer and the brand and other 

customers” (p. 363), as outlined in the Stokburger-Sauer (2010) paper. 

2.1.1  Brand Community Identification 

Brand community identification refers to “a feeling of oneness with the community” (p. 

1212). Higher brand community identification can increase brand advocacy and purchase 

intention (Moharana et al., 2023). A high brand community identification rating can also 

increase repurchase intention and create a “buffering effect”, which protects against negative 

repercussions for failing a service, as customers perceive the service failures less negatively. 

This is because brand community identification drives customer citizenship behaviour, 

which has positive and mediational effects on the “helping” and “advocacy” dimensions 

between customers. By motivating customers to contribute positively to the community and 
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carry out customer citizenship behaviors, companies can benefit from customers influencing 

each other to purchase. The main factors between repurchase intentions are therefore not 

only the brand or its service quality, but also the connectedness between community 

members and their customer-to-customer interactions. (Mandl & Hogreve, 2020) 

Not only does brand community identification increase brand advocacy and repurchase 

inventions, but it is also key in building brand loyalty. Brand loyalty stemming from brand 

community identification is often attitudinal rather than behavioral loyalty. Attitudinal 

loyalty is characterized by a psychological commitment to a brand, while behavioral loyalty 

refers to actions, mainly purchases and patronage. Brand community identification building 

higher attitudinal loyalty rather than behavioral loyalty can be explained by the fact that 

social media platforms are often separate from direct sales channels. (Confente & 

Kucharska, 2021) An interesting fact to note is that according to Zhou et al. (2012), 

“consumer commitment to a brand community does not automatically translate into 

consumer brand commitment.” (p. 894) Brand commitment and loyalty are hard to achieve 

without sufficient emotions and attachment, which is not guaranteed to happen even in brand 

communities. Even brand identification may not lead to brand commitment. Instead, brand 

communities and brand identification can serve as channels of self-expression, bringing with 

them social value or symbolic utility. This is supported by Kumar & Nayak (2018), whose 

findings suggest that even high levels of brand community engagement do not lead to higher 

levels of loyalty, as customers can simply engage with the community for entertainment 

purposes, personal benefits, or pleasant experiences. 

Brand community identification is driven by three categories: relationship-oriented motives, 

self-oriented motives, and brand content-oriented motives. Relationship-oriented motives 

refer to social interactions, self-oriented motives to self-expression and status-building, and 

brand content-oriented motives to brand distinctiveness. Self-oriented motives are a key 

driver for someone taking part in online communities, which drives brand identification and, 

in turn, customer-to-customer interactions. (Confente & Kucharska, 2021) According to 

Matzler er al. (2011), another factor affecting brand community identification is individual 

differences in personality traits, such as higher extraversion. Often, “whether one develops 

strong ties with the community depends on one’s own inclination to do so.” (p. 884) People 

who are already predisposed to sociability, assertiveness, and activity are more likely to feel 

attachment to a community, build friendships, and identify themselves with members of the 
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same community. Brand communities are less important for people predisposed to 

introversion. Agreeableness is also not seen as a significant factor, likely due to the nature 

of brand community participation being voluntary. 

2.1.2  Brand Community Engagement 

Brand community engagement is a brand relationship variable which enhances consumer 

loyalty, satisfaction, empowerment, connection, emotional bonding, trust, and commitment 

(Brodie et al., 2013). Similar to a high brand community identification rating creating a 

“buffering effect” which protects against negative repercussions for failing a service (Mandl 

& Hogreve, 2020), a high level of consumer online brand community engagement also has 

benefits toward recovering from scandals, with direct and indirect effects on repurchase 

intention through consumer forgiveness. Forgiveness can further be earned by making a 

transparent effort to recover, as well as pre-earned by fostering community engagement in 

daily operations. (Yuan et al., 2020) 

To transfer community-based relationships into brand-based relationships, there needs to be 

high levels of brand community identification as well as community engagement. Brand 

community identification through shared rituals, shared consciousness, and shared brand 

responsibility as outlined by Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) enhances engagement. Community-

based relationships transforming into brand-based relationships can also be influenced by 

community-brand sameness, which refers to how similar the brand positioning is to the 

perception of the community in terms of images, styles, personalities, and values. The level 

of sameness between the brand and the community is instrumental in generating brand 

relationships from brand communities. (Kumar & Nayak, 2018) Coelho et al., (2018) also 

suggest that “consumer-brand identification may have a fundamental role in transforming 

consumer-brand community interactions into consumer-brand relationships.” (p. 101) 

As for the more day-to-day interactions in brand communities, common discussion topics 

are prices, quality, performance, and personal experiences with specific brands. Specific 

community engagement sub-processes can be divided into learning, sharing, advocating, 

socializing, and co-developing, which can generate feelings of loyalty, satisfaction, 

empowerment, connection, commitment, and trust. Community members are also divided 

into different roles, such as learners, experience and knowledge sharers, brand advocates, 
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and companies and co-developers of ideas. (Brodie et al., 2013) Hollebeek et al. (2017) posit 

that brand community engagement practices can be divided into eight categories of greeting, 

regulating, assisting, celebrating, appreciating, empathizing, mingling, and ranking instead. 

These practices would “contribute to and maintain the community’s vision and identity, and 

strengthen shared community consciousness.” (p. 204) 

The intrinsic benefits to customers taking part in communities include feelings of gratitude, 

empathy, trust, safety, and belonging, with the trigger for joining a brand community being 

situations such as needing to search for information at low search cost and perceived risk, 

consumer / firm information asymmetry, with the consumer needing more information than 

it perceives that the company has made available, and a perceived bias against commercial 

information. A possible end to a customer’s community activity is a stage called 

“dormancy”, during which the individual takes part in inactive, passive engagement. A 

customer may decide to eventually take part in the community again, or to enter the 

“termination” stage, which refers to a permanent disengagement from the brand community. 

(Brodie et al., 2013) 

According to Black and Veloutsou (2017), a facet of brand communities is that they work in 

co-creating identities between the brand, the individual consumer, and the brand community 

itself. All three parties affect each other in specific ways: For example, the brand gives 

consumers opportunities to interact with likeminded people and “express and adjust their 

individual identity accordingly.” (p. 425) Consumers interacting with brands also “create the 

brand identity [and] contribute to brand reputation” (p. 426). The brand itself can also change 

based on the meaning and interpretation of the brand assets among consumers and 

communities. 

2.2  Indie Game Communities 

Saldanha, da Silva, and Ferreira (2023) argue that video game communities are great at 

helping us understand game cultures. Some analytic and emerging dimensions related to 

video game communities include “meanings and perceptions associated with the [video 

game] community, feelings of belonging, issues of access, structure, and organization, and 

contexts of participation.” (p. 1004) Participants in video game communities are, in a way, 

the collective creators of specific game cultures. 
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2.2.1  The Concept of “Indie” 

To understand indie game communities, we need to understand what the concept of “indie” 

means. 

The Merriam-Webster dictionary (n.d.) defines the noun “indie” as “1: one that is 

independent, especially an unaffiliated record or motion-picture production company” and 

“2: something (such as a record or film) produced by an indie”. The word came to be by 

shortening and altering the word “independent”. As mentioned in the definition, “indie” is 

mostly associated with movies and music. 

The easiest way to understand what indie in actuality is, is to understand what it is not. For 

example, the clearest opposite to indie movies is Hollywood-produced films. Indie and 

independent are often used as synonyms, but there are subtle differences between the words. 

“Indie” highlights or plays upon its “lower status”, while “independent” sounds more 

rigorous, with higher standards and demands than “indie”. In a sense, “indie” can be taken 

as a softened version of independence, a more commercial and “sell-out” version of 

independent films that co-opts more of the values presented in the Hollywood institution. 

However, while indie has these connotations, it is more commonly used in a more neutral 

and inclusive sense. (King, 2016) 

Alongside negative and neutral associations, “indie”, or more specifically “independence”, 

has positives associated with it. Findings suggest that for individualistic cultures, products 

produced by independent firms are seen as having higher product craftsmanship and warmth. 

Hedonic products, such as cosmetics, are also seen as warmer and more authentic when they 

are produced by independent firms, but the same is not true for utilitarian product categories, 

such as house detergents. By the definitions of hedonic products being used to actively enjoy 

or feel happiness through, and utilitarian products offering active practical benefits, video 

games, movies, and music can be categorized as hedonic. This means that they gain benefits 

of increased perceived product craftsmanship, warmth, and authenticity in individualistic 

cultures, while the independent company producing these items is at risk of losing the 
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benefits of increased perceived craftsmanship and product preference if acquired by a 

foreign multinational company. (Davvetas & Biraglia, 2022) 

In the marketing of indie movies, indie-signaling devices are often used due to their positive 

associations, while the product itself might not in actuality be a fully independent production. 

Additionally, even if a film may be considered independent in industrial terms, it may not 

be indie in spirit. The country of origin of the product is also important: mainstream US films 

dominate film box offices around the world, producing a sense of familiarity that works as 

a marketing advantage that other countries cannot utilize to a similar degree. However, this 

also means that American indie films have a harder time distinguishing themselves from 

mainstream US films, as well as global arthouse films. (Kerrigan, 2016) 

Ortner (2013) distinguishes studio films and independent films with certain dualities: high 

or low budgets, focus on entertainment or difficult subject matters and techniques, avoidance 

of political issues or explicit political views and critique, fantasy and illusion or high realism, 

and classical happy endings or not. These views highlight that indie “does not just denote an 

economic reality, but also an intention to do things differently.” (Kerrigan, 2016, p. 183) 

Marketers need to understand what trends and styles of filmmaking are currently trending in 

Hollywood and use that to have something to be defined against. Furthermore, for these 

distinguishments to work, there must be a target audience that is seeking something other 

than what Hollywood has to offer. Indie film marketing is about figuring out the unique 

selling points of the film, what it does differently compared to other films, and how to 

communicate this along with the “essence” of the film to potential audiences. (Kerrigan, 

2016; Ortner 2013) 

While a large portion of existing research on “indie” and “independent” products concerns 

movies, many of the conclusions reached can be applied to indie games as well. Previously 

discussed research applies to the video game industry thus: To start with, there does not seem 

to be a similar distinction between indie and independent video games, with independent 

simply being a synonym for indie (Pajkovic, 2023). The negative associations for “indie” in 

the movie industry, such as indie being “sell-out” or more commercial are not common 

either. Instead, indie games are often seen as innovative, diverse, and full of artistic 

expression (Lesaffre, n.d.; Pajkovic, 2023). Furthermore, “indie” in video games often 

highlights its “lower status” to mainstream, commercial triple-A games (quite like indie 

movies and Hollywood), with similar benefits of increased perceived product craftsmanship, 
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warmth, and authenticity in individualistic cultures (Davvetas & Biraglia, 2022). As for the 

previously discussed distinctions between studio films and independent films outlined by 

Ortner (2013), indie games often differ from triple-A games due to lower budgets, higher 

“artiness”, and greater risks taken. Further distinctions include a lower scope, and differences 

in art style and graphical fidelity. Triple-A games often use advanced graphical fidelity and 

realistic 3D game graphics as a selling point, while indie games often need to rely more on 

a low-cost yet memorable and distinct art style as a point of differentiation. (Prolific Studio, 

n.d.) 

As mentioned in chapter 1.2, Hsu and Lu (2007) suggest that customer loyalty in online 

game communities is influenced by “perceived enjoyment, social norms and preference” (p. 

1642), while “perceived cohesion has an indirect impact” (p. 1642). Furthermore, 

community managers need to help customers overcome problems they might encounter, 

such as unstable systems, and other players acting maliciously. While not all indie games 

have online elements, these findings can still apply: Perceived enjoyment refers to intrinsic 

motivation, which is imperative to customer participation in game communities: “if the users 

do not perceive the participation as enjoyment, they are unlikely to join it.” (p. 1654) Social 

norms in the 2007 study refer to the possibility that users want to belong to communities and 

comply with the mandates and expectations that are formed in them, which increases loyalty. 

Perceived cohesion, which has an indirect impact on customer loyalty, is important in 

determining user preferences in community participation. Achieving common interests and 

building relationships satisfies individuals’ needs, which helps in developing a sense of 

positive attitudes toward the community. 

2.3  Game Developer Roles in the Community 

For any large community, it is often beneficial to hire a community manager. However, 

many indie studios do not have the resources to hire one. This means that some existing 

employees might need to assume the position of a community manager, along with their 

regular work. 

According to Perkins (2015), the main job of a community manager is to “manage (that is, 

facilitate) the communication that exists between customers and company.” (p. 15) The job 

also includes “fostering positive connections and empowering community members to 
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interact with each other and with the business in a meaningful way.” (p. 15) Community 

managers have many tasks: conveying excitement over accomplishments, responding to 

questions and requests, keeping an eye on trends, cultivating engagement and happiness, 

absorbing reactive criticisms, interpreting raw data to gain insights, protecting the 

community against spam and trolls, and re-directing requests to appropriate channels. 

According to Herd (2023), with video game communities specifically, developers and 

community managers can, for example, regularly share progress, welcome player feedback, 

and maintain open communication with the audience. This works to “foster a more loyal and 

enthusiastic fan base, helping generate word-of-mouth marketing and increasing support for 

[the game developers’] projects.” (Community Cultivation section) A loyal and enthusiastic 

fan base can even help with funding the games through crowdfunding platforms such as 

Kickstarter and IndieGoGo. Furthermore, investors and publishers often find new indie game 

projects to support through these platforms, with fan support working as a proof of customer 

interest. 

Game developers consider building stable online communities important for the success of 

their projects, which is why many developers take it upon themselves to actively support and 

nourish their communities akin to that of a community manager. Discussions in game 

communities happen both online in forums and chat rooms, as well as offline locations, 

which means that there are plenty of options for community-building. In-game (inside the 

software) options include, for example, supporting the formation of player organizations, 

encouraging competition between players, designing effective player matching systems, 

considering both “casual” and “hardcore” play styles, considering different types of player-

to-player communication methods, reporting on and applauding player actions, allowing 

players to modify the world in-game, allowing participation in the game while offline, 

designing the world with social spaces in mind, encouraging participation in community 

events, and implementing trade systems and encouraging a virtual economy. Out-of-game 

techniques include, for example, providing official websites and forums, encouraging fan 

websites, ensuring effective communication between developer and players, attaining an 

early critical mass of players, encouraging key players to become leaders in the community, 

involving players in design and development decisions, and encouraging and supporting 

player-generated content. (Ruggles, Wadley, & Gibbs, 2005)  
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Figure 2: Game developer options for building stable online communities. 

As we can see from Figure 2, the options for stable online community building can roughly 

be divided into three categories of general design decisions, decisions that encourage player 

interactions, and developer-player interactions and expanding on the product. The first 

category is general design decisions, which includes the following options from Ruggles et 

al. (2005): attaining an early critical mass of players, reporting on and applauding player 

actions, considering different types of player-to-player communication methods, considering 

both “casual” and “hardcore” play styles, implementing trade systems and encouraging a 

virtual economy, and allowing participation in the game while offline. Achieving an early 

critical mass of players is especially important for multiplayer games, as they tend to live 

and die on their ability to amass players in the first week or two after release. A good 

moderating system is also essential in creating a healthy community in multiplayer games in 

order to keep up player morale and willingness to socialize. 

The second category is decisions that encourage player interactions, which includes the 

following options from Ruggles et al. (2005): designing effective player matching systems, 

designing the world with social spaces in mind, supporting the formation of player 

organizations, encouraging competition between players, providing official websites and 

forums, and encouraging participation in community events. The intent between all of these 

is to simply encourage or in some cases even force players to interact with each other in 

order to start building relationships. While communities can be born from anything, 
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designing the game with social interactions in mind and providing a place for discussions 

outside the game can be likened to building a garden with good-quality soil where a healthy 

community can grow and prosper. 

The third and final category is developer-player interactivity and expanding on the product. 

This category includes the following options from Ruggles et al. (2005): ensuring effective 

communication between developer and players, encouraging and supporting player-

generated content, encouraging fan websites, encouraging key players to become leaders in 

the community, involving players in design and development decisions, and allowing players 

to modify the world in-game. The key in this category is showing the players that the 

developers are open to feedback, and that fan creations are appreciated and supported. Fan 

creations, such as mods, art, and guides, are often made by the most dedicated of fans, 

meaning that supporting them as a developer can generate ample amounts of goodwill from 

the community. 

While not every video game can include all the ideas mentioned before that encourage 

communities to build, as many of them are only useful for multiplayer games, some basic 

ideas can apply to any game. Developers should especially focus on providing official 

websites and forums, as well as making sure the game is accessible to encourage diversity 

in the community. 

2.3.1  Video Game Promotion and Game Communities 

To understand how indie game developers can utilize game communities for the promotion 

of their games, we first need to understand how brand communities in general are used. 

According to De Valck, Van Bruggen, and Wierenga (2009), consumer interactions in brand 

communities, whether it is to share knowledge, experiences, or opinions, are “a significant 

market force that influences consumer decision-making” (p. 185). A common interaction 

between members of a community is sharing recommendations, which is free to do and can 

spread quickly from member to member, as well as outside the community. The impact of 

the knowledge shared in the communities depends on several characteristics: the size of the 

network, the number of connections and actual relationships between people, the strength of 
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the ties between people, and how likely the individuals in the community are to flock to 

people similar to them (“homophily”). 

Some factors that affect how easily community members are influenced by the conversations 

that happen in virtual communities include, for example, level of attachment to the 

community, membership length, frequency and duration of community visits, age, education 

level, internet proficiency, and expertise on the topic. A typical customer journey goes 

through seven phases (need recognition, search for information, pre-purchase evaluation of 

alternatives, purchase, consumption, post-purchase evaluation, and divestment). Virtual 

communities can affect a customer in any of these phases. (De Valck, Van Bruggen, & 

Wierenga, 2009) For example, a customer might find out about a product category they did 

not realize existed and what they might benefit from by browsing forums (need recognition), 

looking through past conversations or starting new ones to find out more about said product 

(search for information), asking for recommendations on good brands to buy said product 

from (pre-purchase evaluation of alternatives), purchasing the product through affiliate links 

obtained from community influencers (purchase), discussing with others in the community 

how they feel about the product after using it (post-purchase evaluation), and then starting 

to recommend the product to others if they had a positive experience with it. 

De Valck, Van Bruggen, and Wierenga (2009) divide virtual community members into six 

different categories based on participation patterns and several background variables such 

as education level or age: core members (6%), conversationalists (10%), informationalists 

(14%) hobbyists (17%), functionalists (28%), and opportunists (25%). Core members are 

the minority, but also the ones investing the most into the community both in terms of time 

and energy: they visit often and for long periods of time, participate in conversations and 

relationship-building with other members, as well as both the give and take of content 

generation and consumption in the community. Conversationalists visit the community 

frequently but for shorter periods of time than the core members. Their main activities in the 

community are chatting with other members and the supplying and discussion of 

information. Next are the informationalists, who mainly focus on retrieving and supplying 

information, but not so much discussing it. They are similar to functionalists, the largest 

group by percentage, whose main focus is information retrieval and not much else in the 

community, but informationalists make sure to maintain a level of reciprocity with both 

information retrieving and supplying. Hobbyists are a group that scores low in participation 
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in both information retrieval and supplying, as well as participation in discussions, but they 

instead spend a lot of time maintaining and updating their personal pages through activities 

such as uploading pictures, illustrations, and music. Finally, opportunists, the second-largest 

group and around one-fourth of respondents, are the least frequent visitors to a community. 

They do not focus on discussions, but simply retrieve the information they need from the 

community and leave. 

By knowing about these categories, marketers can make decisions on who to target in brand 

communities and what strategies to use in doing so. For example, targeting core members 

might be beneficial since they have a lot of influence and will likely spread the word on the 

products and companies they like, but reaching them might require making product 

improvements or releasing new products that add value to their existing levels of expertise 

and experience with the company’s offerings. Conversationalists can be reached through the 

creation of viral marketing campaigns that encourage discussions, while informationalists 

can be reached through offering background knowledge of the products or the company 

through articles. Hobbyists appreciate online contests and polls, but as they are less involved 

in discussions than the last two groups, their influencing power is also smaller. Finally, while 

functionalists and opportunists have little influencing power over other community 

members, they can serve as bridges between the community and outsiders, spreading 

information to other cliques. Targeting functionalists might be more beneficial to marketers 

than opportunists, as functionalists truly desire to expand their knowledge, and are therefore 

more susceptible to marketer-generated information. (De Valck, Van Bruggen, & Wierenga, 

2009) 

Saldanha, da Silva, and Ferreira (2023) found that video game communities are associated 

with people and relationships, feelings of security and safety, the spirit of communion and 

camaraderie, diversity, as well as originality and uniqueness. The study also found that while 

anyone with an interest in and relationship with video games (due to, for example, playing, 

making, or studying them) is considered part of the community, the people with the most 

power are those who organize events or other contexts where the community can meet. To 

connect this to De Valck, Van Bruggen, and Wierenga (2009), the ones organizing physical 

events (apart from commercial ones) are likely core members, as they are the most invested 

in the communities, as well as the most socially involved. Other contexts where community 

members meet can also include online events, for example community-run contests. From a 
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developer’s perspective, a way to promote the relationships between the company and the 

customers might be collaborating with these core members in the organization of the events, 

showing goodwill and support toward the core fans of the products. 
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3  Research Design and Methods 

3.1  Research Context 

The research in this paper was conducted by examining textual data from the social media 

platform Reddit collected during the time period of April 22nd to June 11th of 2025. The 

textual data itself is mostly from the 2020s, with some data from the 2010s. The data 

collected is specific to the indie game communities popular in April of 2025, due to the 

methods by which the communities were selected as described in chapter 3.2. 

After 2011, with the release of Minecraft, the best-selling indie game as of February 2025 

by a wide margin (Statista, 2025), the indie game market saw a boom of new games. 

Minecraft showed that with enough creativity and passion, small developers can create 

similar smash hits as triple-A developers. (Hosch, 2021) For example, from June to August 

of 2015, the number of indie games released on Steam worldwide was around 450, while 

from June to August of 2017, the number was around 1107 (Gamasutra, 2017). Many of the 

indie games whose game communities the data for this paper were collected from were 

released during this time period in the mid-to-late 2010s, for example Stardew Valley (2016), 

Subnautica (2014), and Factorio (2016). As for some of the newer indie games included in 

the data, such as Valheim (2021), Balatro (2024), and Satisfactory (2024), they were released 

during a time when the number of indie games sold on Steam was slowly growing year-by-

year at around 249 million units in 2021 and 294 million units in 2024 (VG Insights, 2024b). 

Reddit is a social media platform with around 606 million monthly active users as of 

February 2025. By contrast, the platforms with the most active monthly users during that 

time were Facebook (3070 million), YouTube (2530 million), and Instagram (2000 million). 

(We Are Social, & DataReportal, & Meltwater, 2025). In March of 2024, 48.69 percent of 

desktop traffic to Reddit was from the United States, with the second and third-most popular 

countries being the United Kingdom and Canada at around 7 percent (SimilarWeb, 2024). 

Around 46 percent of U.S. adults aged 18 to 29 used Reddit as of June 2024, with 35 percent 

of 30 to 49-year-olds doing the same (Social Media Today, 2024). This means that for this 

study, the data is likely based on the thoughts of 18 to 29-year-old people from the United 

States, as this group uses Reddit the most. 
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3.2  Data Collection Methods 

The data was collected by examining different forums (“subreddits”) and user profiles on 

the social media website Reddit. The data was collected from a total of 23 different 

subreddits and included an analysis of the profiles of 34 different indie game developers. 

The subreddits examined included, for example, /r/subnautica, /r/valheim, and /r/factorio. 

The data gathering was done in two batches. For the first batch, I found a list of the most 

popular games with the “indie” tag on the game distribution website Steam by player 

numbers. This list was hosted on the website SteamDB (SteamDB, 2025), which is a third-

party website meant for analyzing Steam. This list was cross-checked with Reddit one by 

one starting from the most popular game to find the indie games with a substantial presence 

on Reddit. Along with the SteamDB list of indie games, I also supplemented the list with 

games found through a Statista chart of the best-selling indie games worldwide as of 

February 2025 (Statista, 2025), along with a few additions from personal knowledge. 

In the end, I ended up with a list of 30 subreddits, the smallest of which had more than 

200 000 members. I also searched for information about the developers of these games, to 

ensure that they met the qualification to be called “indie”. 

After arriving at the list of 30 popular indie game communities, I examined each individual 

subreddit, placing emphasis on finding accounts labeled as a “developer” of the game. 

During the first batch, the method for this was to look at the moderator list for the subreddit, 

as many accounts with the moderator role were labeled as the developers of the game. 

Another method was browsing post tags, as some communities had a specific tag for when 

a developer responded to the post. These are pictured in Figure 3 below. 
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Figure 3: Examples of finding developers during the first batch of data gathering. Left: 

/r/valheim. Right: /r/slaythespire. Source: Reddit. 

Pictured left in Figure 3 is part of the moderator list for /r/valheim, with developer accounts 

clearly labeled. Pictured right is a post on /r/slaythespire from a regular user, to which a 

developer responded. The post has been marked with the tag “Dev Response!”, which allows 

users to easily find these posts and consequently the accounts of the developers. 

For the first batch, out of the list of 30 communities, I looked at nine communities that had 

easily findable developer accounts through the methods mentioned above. The total number 

of developer accounts examined at this stage was 20. Out of these 20 accounts, I collected 

53 data points. These data points were a list of interesting posts and comments the developers 

had made. A post was more likely to be added to the data set if it was unique enough to 

become a new category or was able to be sorted into existing categories. The data analysis 

methods will be described further in chapter 3.3. 

Additionally, during the first batch of data gathering, I collected 24 points of data from 

regular users and non-developers, such as the brand leads of the indie game companies. 

These data points, along with a general examination of the subreddits, were used to answer 

research question 1: “How can indie game community activity be categorized based on their 

content?”. 

After the initial data extraction, coding, and analysis were done, I wanted to expand on the 

data set to possibly find new insights that I might have missed during the first batch. Because 

of this, I started batch two of data gathering. This batch expanded the number of subreddits 

examined from nine to the final 23, and the number of developer profiles from 20 to 34. 

During the second batch, I used the same list of 30 communities as during the first batch, but 

this time I used a different method of finding developers. Instead of looking at the moderator 

list or post tags, I used Google’s search engine to find developer “AMA” posts, which stands 

for “ask me anything”. These are a type of question and answer (Q&A) post on Reddit, which 

were extremely common with the developers of indie games in the list of 30. Nearly all the 

developers for the games on the list of 30 had done at least one AMA post as of June 2025. 

Some developers had Reddit accounts specifically for this purpose, such as Klei 

Entertainment, known for the game Don’t Starve. With these newly found developer 

accounts, I expanded the amount of data points from 55 to 148. 
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3.3  Data Analysis Methods 

The data was sorted into eight codes, which were: promotion, update announcements, asking 

for feedback, listening to feedback, pushback, Q&A, casual conversation, and moderator 

work. The categories were selected based on the initial data gathering and analysis during 

batch one described in the previous chapter. For more information about the codes, see 

chapter 4. 

Out of the 148 data points collected from developers, 45 were categorized as promotion, 

seven for update announcements, 17 for asking for feedback, 28 for listening to feedback, 

17 for pushback, 49 for Q&A, 35 for casual conversation, and one for moderator work. It 

was possible for a data extract to be coded for multiple categories. 

Along with the data extracts, I also marked down which subreddit and developer a particular 

data extract came from, to better find patterns and examples of developers falling into 

different roles in their communities. 

3.4  Reliability, Validity, and Research Ethics 

For reasons related to research ethics, the usernames of the people involved in the example 

posts and comments used in this paper have been blurred to protect the privacy of the 

individuals. The same has been done to the images for copyright reasons. Apart from the 

usernames, the rest of the example posts and comments are included with the understanding 

that all the individuals are acting in a professional capacity as a representative of the product 

or the studio. 

Using public Reddit posts and comments as data also comes with some ethical 

considerations. Fiesler, Zimmer, Proferes, Gilbert, and Jones (2024) emphasize that “despite 

being a public forum, Reddit’s complex constellation of communities with varied norms, 

practices and expectations means that navigating ethics is complicated even when taking a 

platform-specific approach.” (p. 15) The paper also provides recommendations for 

researchers using data from Reddit. To ensure the ethicality of the research in this study, 

some concrete actions were taken based on the recommendations: for example, avoiding 

using overly negative comments as examples to avoid drawing negative attention to the 
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individuals, researching a topic I am already familiar with to understand the context of the 

conversations, and assigning personal conversations to the category of “casual 

conversation”, which was not covered in as much detail as the other categories as an ethical 

and privacy consideration. Additionally, the Reddit user agreement of the 28th of June 2025 

was examined, and no violations were found. 

As for the reliability and validity of the study, there are several points to note. For example, 

SteamDB, where many of the indie games on the list of communities to be explored came 

from, is a third-party website. This can influence the data it displays. Internal data is most 

often preferable to third-party data to avoid data getting lost in translation. To mitigate this 

risk, I also used the previously mentioned Statista chart of popular indie games (Statista, 

2025), and personal input. Personal input applied to only a few communities that were 

included in the analysis, to keep things objective while still aiming for a thorough analysis 

of different indie game communities. 

When it comes to the chosen communities, I largely focused on the number of users in each 

community. If the number was below 200 000, I did not include the community in the list of 

30. This was done to focus on successful indie games with active communities, which would 

presumably also have active developers. However, I acknowledge that smaller communities 

also have developers with valuable input. Leaving these out naturally skews the results. One 

can also argue whether the results can be applied to an average indie game, as very few 

gather communities even near 200 000 members.  

The data was also collected during the time period of April 22nd to June 11th of 2025, which 

means that the data is from communities with many active users during that time. This means 

that many of the selected communities were centered around indie games that are popular 

and have been popular for a while, to be able to collect over 200 000 users. This means that 

much of the data is skewed towards indie games released in the 2010s, with only four 

communities being centered around games released in the 2020s. Generally, most developer 

interactions with the community seemed to happen before and around the release date of the 

game (and during major updates), with less and less happening as the game got older and 

developers switched focus to new projects. Furthermore, nearly half of the desktop traffic to 

Reddit in March of 2024 was from the United States (SimilarWeb, 2024) as mentioned in 

chapter 3.1, which means that the results are not necessarily applicable worldwide or even 

to other social media platforms. 
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Similarly, another factor that influences the data is that many developers and communities 

do not congregate on Reddit. Many developers had separate forums for their games, where 

they preferred to, for example, post updates, with this information then being carried over to 

the community subreddit through moderators and fans posting about it, not the developers 

themselves. While I checked some of these original sources during research, most data 

extracts came from developer Reddit posts, which means that it is skewed towards 

developers who like to use Reddit. 

Furthermore, another issue is the difficulty of proving whether a developer account is truly 

the developer of a game. Someone tagged with the “developer” role might be a community 

manager, for example, meaning that someone being called a “developer” in this paper may 

not strictly be someone who does coding for the game. Many developers go by the same 

name on all social media pages, with links to their Reddit accounts in verified places, which 

leads to a very credible account. Many accounts, however, were not in a similar situation. I 

saw being a moderator for a community with the “developer” role to be somewhat credible, 

trusting the creators of the subreddit and other moderators of such large communities to have 

demanded proof before adding the developer to the moderator list and giving them the 

“developer” role, although this is not foolproof. Finding developers through the “developer 

responded” tag on posts is also not fully reliable. Finding developers through AMAs was 

also not fully reliable, with different AMAs having different levels of reliability. The 

subreddit /r/IAmA has a rule regarding verification for claims of who you are, which leads 

credibility to some developer AMAs being what they say, but some AMAs were either 

unverified or hosted on different subreddits, which lessens the credibility. However, before 

adding any content from a user profile to the data list, I made sure to check the profile 

thoroughly, especially looking for tells such as insider information to verify that the profile 

belonged to at least someone who worked on or with the game. 

Another issue related to data gathering is the subjectivity of the data gathered. I mainly 

focused on finding interesting and varied posts, since the chosen method for research in this 

paper was qualitative analysis instead of quantitative. This means that I can write about a 

variety of different topics that developers post about, but not definitely say which post type 

is most common. 

The final issue is related to the subjectivity of the term “indie” in video games. As discussed 

in chapter 1.5, the term is highly contextual and signified by many factors from “the 
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reputation of its developer to its production budget to its storyline to its aesthetic qualities” 

(Pajkovic, 2023). While many would call all of the games I decided to include in the analysis 

“indie games”, because of the subjectivity of the term, some would disagree. For example, 

the initial list of popular indie games included the game “Black Myth: Wukong”, which I 

decided to take out due to differing opinions online on its “indie-ness”. Similarly, arguments 

can be made about Minecraft not being an indie game anymore, which is why I also left it 

out. 
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4  Findings 

As described in chapter 3.3, the data extracts gathered were divided into eight different code 

categories: promotion, update announcements, asking for feedback, listening to feedback, 

pushback, Q&A, casual conversation, and moderator work. A single data extract could have 

multiple codes. 

“Promotion” was the second-most common category after Q&A. Text categorized as 

promotional included activities such as teasing upcoming game features, promoting other 

social media channels, announcing challenges meant to engage the community, as well as 

announcing new releases of game-related merchandise. 

 

Figure 4: Promotion examples. Left: Subnautica 2 - April 23, 2025. Middle: Valheim - 

March 24, 2021. Right: Slay the Spire - November 18, 2022. Source: Reddit. 

In Figure 4 we can see examples of promotional activities for three different games. In the 

left example is a development blog for the upcoming game Subnautica 2 in the form of a 

short video. The video is presented by the design lead for the project and features early game 

footage. The idea behind the video is to get people interested in the upcoming game and to 

join the early access period. The presenter also encourages people to post feedback and ideas 

for the game on their social media channels. The middle image features an image detailing 

a community contest for spring with the prize of winning a copy of the game. The idea 

behind this is to get people engaged with the community and get the hashtag used for the 

contest trending on different social media platforms, hopefully bringing in new fans who are 

curious to see what others are talking about. Lastly, there is the image on the right featuring 

a reminder of a crowdfunding event for a board game based on the game. The idea here is to 
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remind people who might have heard of the campaign before to donate money before the 

campaign ends. Other promotional activities will be discussed in more detail in chapter 4.3. 

The second category was “update announcements”. Whenever a developer updates their 

game, adds new features, or simply fixes bugs, they might post an announcement related to 

the update. In these posts, they will typically list all the changes and bugfixes, such as in the 

left post in Figure 5 below: 

 

Figure 5: Examples of update announcements. Left: Factorio - May 23, 2025. Right: Five 

Nights at Freddy’s - May 23, 2024. Source: Reddit. 

A subcategory of “update announcements” were posts called “feature lists” as exemplified 

by the left example in Figure 5. While these sometimes contained a short paragraph 

explaining the main idea behind the update or changes planned for the future, these were 

mainly a big list of changes in the update. Another relatively common way to announce 

updates was to post a link to the game’s forum with the full feature list. This allows for a 

developer to have full control over the appearance of the list, but as a downside, some users 

might not want to switch websites. There was also a subcategory for update announcement 

posts that were “news announcements”, such as the right post in Figure 5. In it, the developer 

explains that they will be switching which social media websites they primarily share their 

thoughts at. 

The third category was “asking for feedback”. Many developers want to know what their 

audience thinks about their game, which is why posts ending with sentences such as “please 

report if you have any issues” and “feedback is welcome” are common. This category can 

be divided into two categories: direct and indirect. 
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The direct category includes developers directly asking for more information from players, 

such as answering posts about bugs in the game with requests for additional information 

about the situation in which the bug occurred or simply asking for the error message or crash 

file. This is done in an attempt to reproduce the bug and fix it. Examples of this include “-- 

And can you let us know if you have any mods active and what they are? (Might beg for 

more info/savegame after if that's okay. We're trying to reproduce this.)” (developer for 

RimWorld, 2024) and "Hey, could you let us know what charms you have equipped when 

the slowdown appears? We're trying to narrow down the possible causes. Thanks!" 

(developer for Hollow Knight, 2018). 

The indirect category is not targeted at specific players but rather the playerbase in general. 

Most often these posts are not a response but an original post by the developer, where they 

ask for feedback or thoughts at the end, which is why many of these posts were also 

categorized into other codes. Examples of the indirect category include "Your feedback is 

incredibly valuable to us, so thanks in advance!" (developer for Kerbal Space Program, 

2014) and "im very excited to see what you guys think, if you have any questions feel free 

to ask them here and ill haunt the thread and respond." (developer for Binding of Isaac, 

2025). 

The other side to “asking for feedback” is “listening to feedback”. This category includes 

everything from acknowledging opinions in the community and saying that you will work 

on fixing a bug in a future update to telling what the player can try in the meanwhile. The 

difference between this category and “asking for feedback” is whether further action from 

the player is required. Examples of “listening to feedback” include "Rats! Thank you for 

sharing this. I'll let the team know." (developer for Darkest Dungeon, 2025) and "We are 

aware of the issue and actively investigating a solution. While we don't have a time estimate 

for a patch, this is a high priority for our team." (developer for Hades, 2021). 

The fifth category is “pushback”. This category is generally defined by disagreements with 

the community, clearing up confusion, and managing expectations. Examples include a 

developer expressing that they feel dejected that some people in the community 

misunderstand the choices they make for how the game works, but reassuring people that it 

is all for the betterment of the game experience, and a developer expression that they planned 

to add a requested feature into the game but had other priorities at the time. 
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Disagreeing with the community is challenging, as the other party in the disagreement might 

be a troll, or simply incredibly misinformed and unlikely to change their mind. Some 

developers elect to answer these individuals, but most seem to leave them alone. 

Clearing up confusion includes situations such as the one below in Figure 6: 

 

Figure 6: Example of a developer clearing up confusion. Balatro - March 10, 2025. Source: 

Reddit. 

This situation involves a developer clearing up confusion related to AI art and the actions of 

a moderator of the subreddit. A general strategy in these situations seems to be to explain 

what happened, why it happened, and what is to be done about the situation. 

Some developers also want to manage expectations. This might include clarifying that a 

feature is coming in the future and not in the next update, dispelling myths about an 

upcoming feature, or simply showcasing parts of a feature to avoid rumors about its vastness 

circulating. The idea behind this is to pre-emptively make sure that the audience is not 

expecting too much to avoid backlash when the audience experiences a feature that does not 

match what they thought it would be. While excitement about upcoming features is good, 

many developers prefer to keep things reasonable. 

The sixth category is “Q&A”. Question and answer threads on Reddit called AMAs, which 

stands for “ask me anything”. These are very common among game developers, whether to 

advertise new games and updates or just for fun. AMA posts with the goal of advertising are 

often posted outside of the dedicated subreddit for the game to target a broader audience. 

Some subreddits used for this purpose included /r/IAmA, /r/Games, and /r/pcgaming. The 

structure for these posts usually went as follows: who the poster is, what game they represent, 

and “ask me anything” in the title, a short explanation of the poster’s experience developing 
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games, a mention of the game or a new update as well as a link to it, possibly links to the 

poster’s other social media pages or a schedule for the AMA, and a final invitation to ask 

questions. An example of an AMA title is "We are Supergiant Games, creators of Hades, 

Pyre, Transistor, and Bastion. AMA!" (2020) or "We're hosting an AMA over on /r/Games. 

Come and join us!" (developer for Moonbreaker, 2022). AMAs hosted on the dedicated 

subreddits for the games were generally more so meant for fun or to invite questions about 

the next update or expansion. As the audience for these is assumed to be already familiar 

with the game, the questions were directed toward upcoming features. 

The seventh category was “casual conversation”. While some developers have accounts 

purely for official game-related announcements, some use their accounts for casual 

conversations. This might include, for example, generally sharing thoughts, experiences, and 

feelings related to the game and its development, or simply commenting on artwork made 

by fans. 

The final and smallest category for developer actions is “moderator work”. While developers 

are often part of the moderator team for a subreddit, rarely do they do actual moderator work, 

at least not publicly. However, there are some exceptions. The language used in these cases 

is very similar to a regular, non-developer moderator: for example, when removing 

someone’s post, a developer-moderator might say that the post was removed, cite what rule 

violation the removal was based on, and include a prompt to message the moderators if the 

poster believes the removal was unjustified. 

Moderators on Reddit can choose whether their name is tagged with the tag “MOD” 

depending on whether they are responding to a post as a moderator or a regular person. While 

all subreddits require someone to do moderator work, often these people are simply 

volunteers or other people working for the company, not the developers, which is why this 

category is the smallest out of the eight. 

4.1  Q1. Indie Game Community Categorization 

The first research question in this paper was "How can indie game community activity be 

categorized based on their content?". The idea behind this question was trying to find if there 
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are similarities between different indie game communities and the content they produce and 

finding some overarching themes that might emerge. 

4.1.1  Participant Categorization 

From the research and data gathering done, it can be said that many indie communities are 

similar in their structure, especially on Reddit. Participants in the community can most often 

be divided into four groups: moderators, volunteers, regular participants, and lurkers. A 

community can have one or multiple moderators (often based on how large the community 

is) and the moderators maintain the structure of the community by doing general moderating 

activities such as answering user reports of rule-breaking activities. Volunteers are a group 

of people who handle general activities happening in the community, such as weekly 

question and answer posts (Q&A), posting about updates happening with the game, or 

holding occasional events to encourage user participation. This category can overlap with 

the moderator team, with moderators handling both jobs. Next are regular participants, who 

make occasional posts and comments, ask questions, and/or participate in community events. 

The difference between this group and the volunteers is the amount of power to influence 

the community. While anyone can create a weekly Q&A post, it will often get removed by 

the moderators if they already have a volunteer posting a similar one. Lastly, there are 

lurkers, people who often only look at posts and discussions happening in the community 

without participating in it, with the exception of leaving an “upvote” or a “downvote” on 

posts that are particularly interesting or engaging. 

4.1.2  Community Categorization 

As for the communities themselves, they can be divided into three categories: mature, active, 

and agitated. The categories are not set in stone: they can change based on, for example, the 

age of the community, as well as updates and news surrounding the game. 

Mature communities are perhaps the most common. They occur when a community is “on 

standby”, meaning that no major news surrounding the game have happened recently. 

Typical topics community members post include fanart, memes, opinion posts and 

discussions, and questions among others. Members of mature communities typically focus 
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on this user-generated content, as the developers are likely currently working on another 

project, especially if the game is finished with no new content planned in the near future. 

While most communities include user-generated content, active communities also include 

developer-led discussions. When the developers release new content related to the game, 

discussions in the community tend to center on that for a time. Traffic to the community also 

tends to increase for a time as people come back to playing the game after the update. Even 

without new content, developers can still try to keep up engagement by hosting competitions 

and other events for example. An active community is beneficial for the success of the game, 

as people tend to want to be part of large communities if only to see what is happening. 

Failing to acquire an active community can be very detrimental to the game, especially if the 

game is meant to be multiplayer-focused. An example of a game which did not succeed in 

this aspect is called Moonbreaker by Unknown Worlds Entertainment. The game was 

released into early access in 2022 and fully released in 2024. According to SteamDB’s player 

number chart, Moonbreaker reached a peak of around 882 concurrent players at the release 

of the early access version in 2022, and 255 at full release in 2024 (SteamDB, n.d.). Some 

reasons for the game’s performance were likely insufficient advertisement, high entry cost, 

and dissatisfaction with the monetization system. The game’s official subreddit 

(/r/PlayMoonbreaker) is an interesting case of high amounts of official content but fewer 

player-made posts. The official content included community challenges, AMAs, update 

announcements, development blogs, and community votes. The frequency of posts was also 

well done, with multiple posts a month for around a year after the release of the early access 

version. However, the official posts slowly stopped being released on Reddit. Not even the 

release of the full game (version 1.0) had an announcement. The game’s Instagram and 

Facebook accounts were slightly more active, but not for very long, leaving players to 

question where the developers went and if the game was still worth following. However, 

even when the developers were posting frequently, the posts did not gain much engagement 

(see Figure 7 in chapter 4.3.). This example shows that good community management alone 

does not make a game successful, since players still need to find the game in the first place 

to be part of the community. And if the game is popular, even communities without 

developer involvement can be successful since many player-run subreddits are active. 

The final category of indie game communities on Reddit is agitated communities. These 

develop when something happens in the community, and the community develops a hostile 



46 

 

attitude towards the developers. These events can be anything from people not liking 

something a representative of the game or community said, or the developers changing the 

game in a way that the community does not like. Some consequences of the community 

having a hostile attitude include, for example, harassment, boycotts, review bombing, and 

general negativity surrounding the game. 

Apart from the categorization of mature, active, or agitated communities, communities can 

also be divided into two categories: affiliated and unaffiliated. For example, Moonbreaker 

has two different subreddits: the community-run /r/MoonBreaker/ and the developer-run 

/r/playmoonbreaker/. The difference is that the community-run subreddit does not have 

special tags for the developers, and the developers are also not part of the moderator team. 

This means that they cannot, for example, delete negative posts or create a tag for official 

content. From a player’s perspective, affiliated communities might be better since they are 

usually more professional-looking and better moderated (since the community represents the 

game, meaning that the developers have an incentive to make the community experience 

pleasant) with a higher chance of developer-player interactions, unaffiliated communities 

have the benefit of not being directly influenced by the developer. Negative content can 

likely be shared more freely without fear of it being deleted due to harm to the game’s 

reputation. If the affiliated community is too heavily censored, it is possible that the 

community abandons it entirely in favour of creating an unaffiliated community, such as 

what happened with the game Yandere Simulator in 2020. 

4.2  Q2. Indie Game Developer Roles 

The second research question in this paper was "What different roles can the indie game 

developer take in indie game communities?". The intent of this is to find out how different 

developers utilize their communities, whether it is by gathering feedback, promoting their 

game, or simply letting the community do its own thing without much interference. 

Different developers approach their communities differently. Some take a more active 

approach, while others post very infrequently or not at all. For example, in some 

communities, the developers are part of the moderator team, while in some, they simply 

come by to announce new game updates and changes or gather feedback. With larger indie 

games, the indie game development team might have a community manager who does these 
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promotional posts, while with some smaller teams, the developers themselves might take on 

this role. It is also possible that a passionate fan handles these posts, or someone employed 

by the indie game’s publisher. For example, a publisher might employ brand and social 

media managers to post promotional content about their games. 

The different roles of the indie game developers are very similar to the categories outlined 

in the previous chapter, with some slight changes: community manager, promoter, 

developer-moderator, regular participant, and lurker. 

The category of community manager consists of developers who post regularly scheduled 

content such as Q&A posts and bug report threads. These are ways of gathering information 

about how the community feels about the game, as well as providing fans with more 

information and dispelling myths surrounding the game. Developers in this category had a 

high number of posts under the categories of “Q&A” and “asking for feedback”. Other ways 

of gathering feedback observed included occasional community surveys and weekly 

scheduled “feedback Fridays”. Some were posted by the developers themselves, but some 

were handled by volunteers and only monitored by the developers. /r/RocketLeague utilized 

weekly themed feedback threads to find out how the community felt about certain aspects of 

the game, such as UI design, in-game tournaments, and accessibility features. 

Developers with the role of promoter mainly post content such as previews, community 

challenges, and announcements. These fall under the categories of “promotion” and “update 

announcements”. When announcing updates, developers frequently prefer to write blog and 

forum posts on their own websites first, while simply posting a short title and a link to their 

own website on Reddit. This way, Reddit is simply used as a place for regular users to share 

their thoughts, while the content is elsewhere. Many also tend to post video content, 

especially when previewing upcoming features of the game or announcing the release of 

new content. More information about different promotional content is in chapter 4.3. 

Indie game developers are often given the role of a moderator in the indie game community, 

but very rarely do they do the same work as a regular, non-affiliated moderator of the 

community. The position of “moderator” is often simply a tag that legitimizes the position 

of the user, so that regular participants of the community can be sure that the user is verifiably 

the game’s actual developer. Some communities, instead of making the developer a 

moderator, simply give them a special tag that proves who they are. This also makes sure 
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that there is no abuse of power in the case that the community happens to turn against the 

game developer. The “moderator” role on Reddit has the power to, for example, delete posts, 

which could be used to suppress criticism. An additional factor to consider is whether 

consumers want their communities to be player-lead or developer-lead. For example, the 

game Moonbreaker by Unknown Worlds Entertainment has two different communities: the 

community-run /r/MoonBreaker/ and the developer-run /r/playmoonbreaker/. The player-

run community has around 2.2 thousand members as of May 2025, while the developer-run 

community has around 900, despite the developers attempting to generate engagement by 

posting Q&As, development video blogs, and challenges around the time of the release of 

the game. 

Indie game developers who are less involved in their community often fall into the roles of 

regular participants or lurkers. Lurker-developers simply read through posts and comments 

to gather information, without participating in it themselves. This lets them get an idea of 

the community with minimal effort. Meanwhile, developers falling into the regular 

participant role often respond to comments, and occasionally post non-scheduled threads. 

Some developers make themselves known with moderator-approved user tags, while others 

prefer to stay anonymous. Some communities even have special tags that indicate when a 

developer has responded to a thread made by a regular user, to encourage people who want 

to see what the developers think about a topic. 

4.3  Q3. Indie Game Promotion in Communities 

The third and final research question in this paper is “How do indie game developers utilize 

indie game communities in the promotion of their games?”. The idea behind this question 

was to understand how developers engage with their communities with the intention of 

promoting their game, whether by encouraging people to purchase the game or related 

merchandise or re-engaging players by announcing upcoming features and updates to the 

game. 

From the 148 data points collected from developers, 45 were categorized as promotion. This 

was the second-most popular category after Q&A. Text categorized as promotional included 

activities such as posting sneak-peeks of upcoming content, promoting game-related 

community engagement events, announcing opportunities to purchase game-related 
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merchandise, and promoting other social media accounts related to the developer or the 

game. 

While over half of the examined developers engaged in promotional activities occasionally 

(19 developers out of 34), some developers did so more than average. These developers can 

be categorized as “promoters”. Examples of promoters include a developer for the games 

Subnautica, Subnautica 2, and Moonbreaker, and a developer for the game Valheim. Both 

people have been listed as community managers for their respective games. 

 

Figure 7: Examples of promotional activity for the games Subnautica 2, Subnautica, and 

Moonbreaker. Source: Reddit. 

In the above Figure 7 are different promotional posts for the games Subnautica, Subnautica 

2, and Moonbreaker. On the left side of the image are different promotional posts in the form 

of videos, and on the right side are image and text-based posts. The first video on the left is 

a video blog about the development of the game, specifically about the creation of the 

environment. The second video is a Q&A hosted by the community manager and creative 

producer for the game answering general questions, concerns, and questions about the 

game’s features. The third video is an announcement post about a mobile port of a previously 

released game, and the fourth video is a development video blog mentioned previously in 

chapter 4. On the right, the first post is a post in the “update announcement” category, but 

with promotional elements in the form of images and a more personal tone of voice instead 

of a simple change list with little extra. The second post is an announcement linking to a 

blog post detailing a major change in the game’s business model. The third post is a 
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community challenge, and the fourth post is an AMA announcement. Further discussion on 

these examples is included in chapter 5. 

 

Figure 8: Examples of promotional activity for the game Valheim. Source: Reddit. 

Figure 8 above shows examples of promotional activities for the game Valheim. These 

activities include a competition meant to promote the game on X (formerly known as 

Twitter), a development blog that shows upcoming content (meant to get the playerbase 

excited), patch notes to inform the players what was changed in the latest update, and a 

campaign to get the game nominated in the annual Game Awards. 

Both community managers used community challenges and competitions to promote their 

games on different social media platforms. The types of challenges used by developers 

generally included challenges that utilize in-game tools to facilitate creative work, such as 

Moonbreaker’s painting mechanic and Valheim’s building mechanic, and creative 

expressions outside of the game but with the game used as an inspiration, such as Valheim’s 

egg-painting challenge for spring (See Figure 4 in chapter 4). Other game-related challenges 

included in-game performance challenges, where the intention is to get a good score in the 

game. While social media challenges aim to promote the game to outsiders, in-game 

challenges want the players to come back to playing the game or to experience it in a 

different way. 

Many developers used AMA posts as a way to promote their games. As mentioned in chapter 

4, AMAs posted outside of the developers’ own community need some sort of explanation 

of who the poster is, and one way to explain that is to post links to games whose development 

the developer has participated in. This has two benefits: reminding people familiar with the 
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games who the developer is and why they would want to ask them a question and possibly 

making people not familiar with the games click the links to see what kind of work the 

developer has done. This possibility of gaining new customers is why many AMA posts in 

the data were categorized as “promotion”. 

A relatively common practice among developers was submitting posts with a link to a 

development blog or patch notes hosted outside of Reddit. Hosting content on your own 

website gives you more control over its appearance, allowing you to build a specific image 

for your product. Webpages outside of Reddit were mostly a website or forum specific to 

the game, the game publisher’s website, or Steam’s news hub. A separate website for the 

game is good for having all game-related news in one place in whatever form the developer 

wants to present them in, while posting news and blogs on Steam allows for them to show 

up when players go to boot up the game. This is good for ease of access, as not all players 

want to go looking for outside webpages for their news. However, the same concept applies 

to social media, as some people prefer to get their game-related news from their preferred 

platform. This is why many developers post their updates on all their social media pages, in 

a form adapted to each platform.  
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5  Discussion and Conclusions 

In this chapter I will be examining the theoretical contributions, practical implications, and 

limitations of this paper, along with future research directions and general thoughts and ideas 

that arose from the research and findings of this thesis. 

5.1  Theoretical Contributions 

To summarize the aim and the findings of this study briefly, the aim was to understand indie 

game communities and the activity that happens in them, especially placing emphasis on the 

activity done by indie game developers and their promotional activities. For this purpose, I 

aimed to answer three research questions: 

Q1. How can indie game community activity be categorized based on their content? 

Q2. What different roles can the indie game developer take in indie game communities? 

Q3. How do indie game developers utilize indie game communities in the promotion of their 

games? 

The findings for these questions were as follows: For Q1, indie game community activity on 

Reddit can be categorized into three categories of mature, active, and agitated communities, 

while the participants can be categorized into moderators, volunteers, regular participants, 

and lurkers. For Q2, developers can be categorized into community managers, promoters, 

developer-moderators, regular participants, and lurkers. Finally, for Q3, developers can post 

previews of upcoming content, promote game-related community events and challenges, 

post Q&As, announce opportunities to purchase game-related merchandise, and promote 

other social media accounts related to the developer or the game, for example. Videos, 

images, and text can all be utilized. 

These findings contribute to existing research on video game marketing by expanding the 

understanding of indie game communities on Reddit. The findings can also be connected to 

general research on brand communities and community management. For example, mature 

communities are consistent with Brodie et al.’s (2013) “dormancy” stage of a customer’s 

community activity, where the individual only takes part in inactive, passive engagements 
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related to the community. As for community marketing activities, Stokburger-Sauer (2010) 

suggests that offline activities such as events have a greater effect on brand-community 

relationships as compared to online activities. Indie game developers may benefit from 

including these in their brand-building arsenal. Roy Bhattacharjee et al. (2022) found four 

different stages of brand community research, with stage IV (years 2016-2022) marking an 

upturn in research related to brand communities and new technologies. As this study 

examines brand communities on Reddit, it can be considered a stage IV study. Perkins 

(2015) detailed that community managers have tasks such as responding to questions and 

requests, absorbing reactive criticisms, conveying excitement over accomplishments, and 

protecting the community against spam and trolls. These can be divided into the categories 

of “asking for feedback”, “listening to feedback”, “Q&A”, “update announcements”, and 

“moderator work” in this study. Herd (2023) also specified that regularly sharing progress 

and welcoming player feedback happen in video game communities, which is consistent 

with “update announcements” and “listening to feedback”. 

5.2  Practical Implications 

These findings may be useful for community managers and developers looking to further 

engage their communities, either to keep people interested in the game or simply informed 

about new updates. Categorizing a community into one of the three categories of mature, 

active, or agitated (Q1) helps to understand what kind of current situation the community is 

in, and understanding that helps to provide guidance into what kind of marketing strategy 

would be most effective or necessary. Q3 brings to light the different strategies other 

developers and community managers use to promote their games on Reddit, which helps to 

add more variety to communication. Finally, understanding the codes of promotion, update 

announcements, asking for feedback, listening to feedback, pushback, Q&A, casual 

conversation, and moderator work helps developers categorize and refine their 

communication based on its intended purpose. 

As for further insights, some promotional posts that seemed to get a lot of engagement in 

terms of comments and views were videos. While not all videos are automatically successful, 

well-executed, professional videos about topics players want to hear about have the potential 

to reach a large audience. Examples of videos include the ones shown in Figure 7 in chapter 
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4.3. Both of the development video blogs and the Q&A video are narrated by people working 

on the game, which makes them seem more credible. The topics discussed in the 

development vlogs include talk about upcoming features and how the game world is created. 

Since the game these videos talk about is not out yet, players are especially curious to see 

what the game will look like and what the gameplay will be like. Showing this kind of 

footage helps in getting people excited, but it also comes with a risk of disappointment, if 

the game changes drastically during development up to a point where it no longer resembles 

what was teased. The developers need to achieve a balance of showing enough to get people 

interested, but not so much that there is no longer room to make changes. This is especially 

important to keep in mind if the game’s development cycle is public for a long time; once a 

feature has been promised to be in the game, even if that promise was made years ago, people 

will still be disappointed if it is not there in the end. 

An advantage of doing a Q&A post in the style of a video, such as with the second video on 

the left in Figure 7, instead of an AMA post is that it allows for the questions to be pre-

selected and the answers to be delivered in a more engaging way. By having the person who 

is answering a question do it with their expressions visible and voice hearable, a lot more 

can be conveyed than with a simple text answer. Expressions and tone of voice convey 

emotions and intentions. If an answer contains humour or sarcasm, for example, the text can 

easily be interpreted wrong. With a video, it is easier to see if someone is joking, or if they 

are possibly unsure about their answer. People generally appreciate authenticity. Another 

difference with doing a video Q&A is the pre-selected questions (unless the Q&A video is 

of a livestream). When doing an AMA, especially on a subreddit you do moderate, anyone 

can see which questions you answered or left out. This leads to the risk of either being judged 

for answering a negative question in the wrong way or being judged for avoiding criticism. 

Public AMAs truly invite anyone to ask questions, whether they like you and your products 

or not. Usually, the expectation is to answer every question, unless the questions were asked 

outside of a premade schedule or there were simply too many questions. 

Another thing to note when planning a promotional post was that people generally responded 

most enthusiastically to promotional posts containing videos of upcoming content, while 

content such as AMAs, community contests, and patch notes received less engagement. This 

makes sense: most often people play games for the gameplay, so promotional materials that 

showcase the reality of playing the game naturally do better. This does not mean that other 
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posts are useless, however, as they can show the community that the developers are active 

and that the game is not abandoned. This is important for games that are planned to get more 

updates in the future, so that the community knows to keep the game in mind. 

Finally, from anecdotal evidence, developers should keep in mind to not fully abandon a 

social media page even if it is not getting the same level of engagement as other pages. With 

the Moonbreaker example, when questioned about the game’s Reddit page being inactive, 

the developers mentioned that most of the community prefers to gather on Discord. While it 

is good to focus your attention on pages that do well to get the most out of them, what does 

this mean for the users who do not want to use certain social media platforms? As many 

people have their preferred platform, they may simply follow the game on that, without 

realising that the developers are focused on another channel. Because of this, the players 

may miss out on important announcements and assume that the game’s developers are no 

longer focused on developing the game. To avoid this, I would suggest posting all important 

announcements on all the social media pages that have been created for the game. If one 

platform does not do well enough to warrant changing the content to fit the style of the 

platform, the post could be as simple as a link to another page. This ensures that no players 

are left behind. 

5.3  Limitations and Future Research 

To analyse the success of the thematic analysis, I will be using the 15-point checklist of 

criteria for a good thematic analysis as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006). 

The first point in the Braun and Clarke (2006) checklist is accuracy in the transcription 

process. The data extracts were directly copied and pasted into the spreadsheet for analysis, 

and the selected text was broad enough to include the context of the situation, meaning that 

the transcription process was sufficiently accurate. The second point is equal attention to 

each data item, which had a slight issue: adding more data after the initial analysis was 

already done means that the first batch of data had priority in how the findings were 

formulated. The third point is not creating themes from a few vivid examples, which was 

fulfilled relatively well, although creating new themes as posts that did not fit previous 

themes emerged makes it possible that some of this “anecdotalism” affected the analysis. 

The fourth point is collating all relevant extracts for each theme, which runs into an issue of 
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too many possible data extracts, as the source was Reddit conversations. I believe the amount 

of data collected was mostly sufficient, with the exception of the “moderator work” category. 

The fifth point is checking the data against each other and the original data set, which was 

done. The sixth and final point related to coding is the themes being coherent, consistent, 

and distinctive, which could use further refining: categories such as “asking for feedback” 

and “listening to feedback” tended to blur together, while “promotion” and “Q&A” were too 

broad in what was included, with promotion as an example having anything from mentioning 

the game in another context to proper marketing speech.  

Points seven to ten in Braun and Clarke (2006) are all related to analysis. Point seven is data 

being analysed instead of paraphrased, which was done relatively well. Point eight is analysis 

and data matching each other, which was also successful. Points nine and ten are telling a 

convincing story with the analysis and balancing an analytic narrative with illustrative 

extracts. More examples are always helpful especially when the original data set is not 

publicly available, but the examples included should give a general idea of what the themes 

are. 

Point eleven in Braun and Clarke (2006) is about advocating enough time for each phase of 

the analysis, which was done sufficiently, although with some rushing near the end. Points 

twelve to fifteen are about the written report. Point twelve emphasizes the explication of the 

assumptions and specific approach to the thematic analysis and point thirteen requires a good 

fit between what I claim to do and what has been done, which should also be sufficient. Point 

fourteen is about having consistent language and concepts in the report compared to the 

analysis’ epistemological position. The concepts and language used in this analysis should 

be consistent with its positioning as an examination of brand communities. Finally, there is 

point fifteen: the research process being active and themes not simply “emerging”. The data-

gathering process involved actively seeking out different post types and making note of 

commonalities between different developers, therefore I believe that this point was also 

sufficiently executed. 

To summarize, according to the Braun and Clarke (2006) 15-point checklist, all points except 

two and six in this report were well done or at least sufficient. Points two and six were 

slightly lacking; further research should ensure that equal attention is paid to each data item, 

and that the themes are more distinct and not too broad. 
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Outside of the 15-point checklist, one additional issue arose related to the data set: the 

collected data was publicly available and possibly outdated due to how the target 

communities were selected. Future research could examine other communities for newer 

games to ensure a more up-to-date result, instead of a mix of communities from the last 15 

years. Additional research could be done by examining smaller communities, as most of the 

communities included in this report had over 200 000 members. This may mean that the 

results are not necessarily representative of the communities of smaller indie games. 

Furthermore, future research could also examine the success of the posts in the different 

categories developed in this report. For example, what kind of language used in a 

promotional post gets the most impressions? How often should community contests and 

challenges be held for the most engagement? Do players prefer one form of update 

announcement over another? Answering these questions would help developers build their 

communities, improve the clarity of their messaging, and possibly keep the community 

active for years to come.  
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