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Public Game Funding in the Nordic Region

In this paper, we explore the policies related to support structures surrounding

national game industries, with focus on the three Nordic countries Finland,

Norway and Sweden, and investigate what kind of context the Nordic welfare

state model has provided for game development. The three cases illustrate how

Nordic welfare state measures have interacted with the games industry over time.

While the political ideals have been fairly similar, our study demonstrates how

the objectives and practical means of state engagement have differed

significantly. We argue that although the three countries all have support schemes

of which game companies can take advantage, there are significant differences in

the degree to which each individual country has organized government

interventions and support.

Keywords: games industry, innovation policy; cultural policy; welfare state;

Nordic countries

Introduction

Although the logic of globalization continues to erode cultural differences, regional

aspects still importantly contribute to the forms of game development (Liboriussen &

Martin 2016). Issues such as labour laws, tax regulations, wage levels, and different

support structures shape the production of games in many different ways. In this paper,

we explore the policies related to support structures around national game industries,

with focus on the three Nordic countries Finland, Norway and Sweden. While most

governments worldwide strive to develop policies that contribute to societal

development and find ways to support economic activities, our specific aim is to

understand what kind of context the Nordic welfare state model has provided for game

development.

Kerr & Cawley (2012) argue that the spatial distribution of the games industry is

importantly connected to the local histories and networks, as well as financial, cultural,

and labour markets. Nieborg & de Kloet (2016) point out significant differences in
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national game related policy initiatives (e.g. tax incentives, subsidies, industry

regulations) within Europe and indicate that the different levels of maturity that the

national game industries demonstrate are closely tied to these creative industry policies.

They also argue that Northern European countries are leading in research and

development expenditures and game-related public research investments.

In this paper we utilize a multiple case method (Gerring 2007, 20) and try to

approach the complexity surrounding national culture and innovations policies

connected to the games industry. By looking at the contemporary discussion and

development of programs in Finland, Norway, and Sweden over the last decades we try

to shed light on the phenomenon in the Nordic region. The cases are selected because

they represent three different political strategies within the Nordic welfare state. A case

method approach can also handle different complex contexts, like different national

policies and systems, by allowing for the inclusions of different types of material

(Gerring 2007, 33; Yin 1993, 3). This paper is based on a diverse selection of materials,

including public policy reports, funding institution documents, funding related media

discussions, and related academic literature from the last 20 years. The paper outlines an

overview of each country and examines the discourses around the different domestic

approaches. The primary aim of this kind of contextualizing analysis is to place the

individual policy decisions and funding schemes in their larger cultural frame. While

our earlier work (Anonymized) has shed light on the early days of the Nordic games

industry, the main focus of this article is the time period between the turn of the

millennium and the time of writing.

The paper will first outline the societal context and briefly discuss the

development of the Nordic games industry. By positioning the smallness and the

welfare politics as a background, we believe that we can better understand the specific
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conditions for game development and related policies within the Nordic region. The

three case studies describe the national funding policies and highlight several

differences that have affected the development of national game making scenes. We

will also show how the policy-level labelling of games as cultural artifacts/technology

projects/business proposals can have significant implications for their regulation and

funding (de Prato et al. 2010).

Nordic society and the welfare state

A key assumption in this article is that the socio-economic context of the Nordic

countries has shaped the political discourse and ultimately the funding policies related

to the games industry. The Nordic countries are Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Norway,

and Iceland; five countries with low population and historically ethnic homogeneity.

Sweden is the largest country with just above 10 million inhabitants, while Finland,

Denmark, and Norway all have around 5.5 million inhabitants. Iceland is the outlier

with less than 350,000 inhabitants (European Commission 2019). The Nordic countries

are small open democracies known for a welfare state system that not only provides tax-

financed educational systems and wage synchronization but also active political

incentives towards the media and cultural sphere (Syvertsen et al. 2014).

All Nordic countries have witnessed strong economic development from the

1950s onwards. Today they are among the countries with the highest gross domestic

product per capita and are continuously found at the very top of the Human

Development Index (UNDP 2013, 144). This is related to the internal unity and

adaptability that small countries often exhibit, especially when they have well

functioning social and institutional frameworks (Krantz 2006, 8). Also, small countries

face particular challenges. These are related to the effects of diseconomies of scale and

strict limitations to the domestic industry structure (Krantz 2006, 5-6). Historically, the
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economic structure in Finland, Norway, and Sweden has been concentrated to a few

natural resources and basic industries. Even when diversification has occurred, it is

limited e.g. by small domestic markets, limited financing opportunities, and a small

labour market. Subsequently, small states cannot support a large and diverse ecosystem

of industries, which makes them dependent on the international market as an outlet for

goods and services.

Historically, the politics surrounding the Nordic welfare state were rooted in the

idea of reforming capitalism. The model was connected to Keynesian macroeconomic

ideas and policies. A goal was to create more efficient capitalist markets through wide-

ranging state interventions and large state investments (Schön & Schubert 2010, 312).

The system was also based on democratic corporatism and the state was heavily

involved in developing different industries, often through large investments in research

and development. The state also owned companies in certain key industries but had in

general an active role in supporting industries and innovation. The state had a prominent

role in the media and cultural sector, through e.g. large film subsidies and long-lasting

broadcasting monopolies (Syvertsen et al. 2014, 5–6).

The Nordic welfare state regime expanded and retracted during the 20th century.

The expansion of the welfare state and public institutions was most rapid during the

1970s and early 1980s. However, the welfare model came under pressure during the

1980s and the most generously funded social programs were scaled back (Hicks 1999,

194; Huber & Stephens 2001, 222). The incumbent Nordic social democratic parties

were challenged from right wing and populist parties. The Keynesian economic theory

that had favored the extensive state intervention was also challenged by neo-liberalist

ideas and globalization. With the growing international competition Finland, Norway,
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and Sweden chose to harmonize their policies and economies with the European Union.

Finland and Sweden joined the union in 1995.

Although the political discourse and economic structures have changed, state

influence has not disappeared. The Nordic countries maintain the highest tax burdens in

the world and the highest state spending per capita. The Nordic income taxes are higher

than other open economies. While the world average is 31 percent and the OECD

average 42 percent, the tax rate in Norway is over 47 percent, Finland 51 percent and

Sweden 57 percent (Iqbal & Todi 2015, 339). Finland also had the highest state

spending in the world at 57,1 percent of GDP in 2015, but Denmark, Norway, and

Sweden were all also among the OECD top ten (OECD 2017). Even if many policies

have changed, public support for domestic local enterprises and innovations has

remained important. The Nordic countries and especially Sweden and Finland have for

a long period been among the countries with the highest relative degrees of investments

in research and development (Henrekson 2002, 160). In 2016 about 3.3 percent of the

Swedish GDP was allocated to R&D. Only Israel and South Korea spend more (OECD

2018).

Over the last decades, the Nordic countries have also been successful in the

transition into information societies and the subsequent adoption of new technologies.

Finland, for example, adopted a national innovation system as a basic category of its

science and technology policy already in the early 1990s. Castells and Himanen (2002)

underline the importance of the “virtuous cycle” between strong education, welfare

society, and economic development. Miettinen (2013, 2) summarises: “The success of

the information society makes the continuous financing of welfare society possible,

which in turn is able to generate well-educated people capable of developing the

information society further.” This close-knit connection between welfare and economic
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efficiency has been central to social democratic welfare state policies, and Castells and

Himanen suggest that a renewed version of this model is not incompatible with

advanced technological innovation. While the large public sector and high level of

taxation have been criticised for hindering companies’ opportunities in global

competition, international comparisons show that the Nordic model has been relatively

successful in providing both equity and efficiency and in combining collective

mechanisms of risk sharing and openness to globalization (Miettinen 2013).

As discussed in our prior study (removed for review), it is reasonable to assume

that the Nordic model, characterized by relatively high average income, open economy,

well developed ICT infrastructures, and highly ranked work-life balance, has affected

the evolution of the Nordic games industry. Sweden, for example, made large

investments in school computers in the 1980s and heavily subsidized home computers

in the 1990s (Kaiserfeld 1996; Steen 2002; Fogelberg, 2011), meaning that they were

obtainable even for the working class. Also other potential connections between the

welfare model and the games industry can be found, including state investments in

information infrastructures, tax reductions for computers purchases, access to free

education, and cheap student loans (Jørgensen, Sandqvist & Sotamaa 2017).

The history of the games industry in the Nordic region

Computer game development in Finland, Norway, and Sweden go back to the very first

computers in the 1950s. The Nordic countries were well connected to UK and USA and

had access to the knowledge to build a domestic computer capacity in particularly

related to research institutions, which demonstrated the power of the new technology by

showcasing adaptations of tic-tac-toe games (Saarikoski & Suominen 2009, 21;

Haraldsen 1999, 74–75; Hallberg 2007, 172).
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In the 1980s, early commercial game production in the Nordic region emerged

alongside the introduction of the personal computers. In the early phase, game

development was largely a hobbyist endeavour, and to some extent connected to the

computer subculture and the demoscene, either as a recruitment ground or as game

companies emerged out of demo groups (Jørgensen, Sandqvist & Sotamaa 2017).

Without the necessary local infrastructure, many ventures sought success abroad, and

while certain games were published, there were no stable companies until the mid-

1990s.

During the end of the 1990s and early 2000, Nordic companies such as Remedy

(FIN), Funcom (NOR), DICE (SWE), CCCP (IS), and IO Interactive (DK) became

economically successful but the turnover of firms were high and it was difficult finding

lasting sustainable strategies (Sandqvist 2012). Finland witnessed an emergence of

mobile companies surrounding the mobile telephone company Nokia, but the first

generation of mobile gaming initiatives rarely provided sustainable successes. While the

growth of the games industry can be seen in context with the strong information

technology sectors in Finland and Sweden during the 90s, a similar relationship cannot

be traced in Norway (Oslo Economics & Vasa Marketing 2018, 57).

The turning point for the Nordic game industries came around 2010 and follows

the breakthrough of a new global techno-economic paradigm linked to miniaturisation

and advances in network technology. This meant portable technologies like

smartphones and tablets, and digital distribution with platforms like Steam, App Store,

and Google Marketplace (Sandqvist 2015; White and Searle 2013; Hotho 2013;

McGregor 2013; Jørgensen 2019). The global game market expanded rapidly with

platforms and formats that attracted new market segments; most notably the penetration

of smartphones reached out both to a younger and a more casual gaming audience. The
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new paradigm also gave opportunities for game developers when the incumbent

publisher structure changed and new digital platforms offered easy access for game

developers (Sotamaa and Karppi 2010). While the traditional game publishing system

caters for established companies with a certain turnover and is partly locked to

proprietary systems, more open systems relating to the new digital distribution

platforms provided a new venue for startup game developers, where the development of

smaller games became more economically feasible. This allowed Nordic companies

easy access to the expanding global market and to circumvent the predominantly

American, French, and Japanese publishers. Numerous new companies were founded

and often targeted the new mobile platforms. Many Nordic companies were particularly

innovative in the free-to-play genre, and had some spectacular financial successes and

their games became global phenomena. Examples include Supercell’s Clash of Clans

(2012), King’s Candy Crush (2012), and DirtyBit’s FunRun (2012).

The turning point also coincided with an increasing attention towards game

development on a governmental level. In 2001, there was a trans-national proposal to

evaluate the cultural and economic basis for establishing a Nordic funding scheme for

digital content production. This resulted in the Nordic Game Program, a cultural policy

measure under the Nordic Council of Ministers that operated from 2006-2012 and

aimed to secure access to Nordic quality games for young people in the Nordic region

(Robertson 2011, 61). While the Nordic Game Program was officially framed as a

cultural policy with a protectionist backdrop, it also involved measures relating to

innovation and trade based on the idea that games are a form of entertainment with the

potential for commercial success. This is reflected in the idea that the game program

should help foster an environment out of which internationally successful companies

could spring (Robertson 2011, 61). Although one could expect that a trans-national
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policy would also be reflected in the individual national policy schemes, what we will

see in the following analysis is that this is not case. Only Norway has followed the line

of the Nordic Game Program in establishing a cultural support program for game

development, while Finland and Sweden have largely focused on measures for trade and

innovation.

In the past decade, the game industries in the Nordic countries have developed

from a handful of game companies into a more important node in the global market.

While this can be attributed to technological advancements such as digitalization and

mobilization, it is also connected to social factors such as increasing political attention

towards the potentials for game development to become a new profitable industry.

Norway: Culture or Innovation?

‘I understand that [the policy makers] want a focus on (...) Norwegian culture, (...)

a young target group, and [games] in the Norwegian language. I understand that

from a political standpoint. But for us who develop games - I can’t imagine that

anyone will be able to develop a big company (...) that markets their games in

Norway only. We are five million Norwegians and the market is just too small.’

(Norwegian game developer, quoted in Jørgensen 2011, 18)

In this case study we are scrutinizing the Norwegian government’s approach to game

development. It originated and continues to be framed as a cultural policy in line with

the Nordic Game Program, but has developed into a scheme that taps into trade and

innovation measures as well as cultural measures.

Until around 2007, game development in Norway centered on one international

AAA developer and a handful of smaller companies focusing on serious games for a

domestic market, such as advergames, children’s games, educational games, and games

for training in the petroleum industry (Jørgensen 2009‚ 321-325; 2019, 661). Today, the

Norwegian games industry is rapidly growing, with many companies established every
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year and many discontinuations (Jørgensen 2013b; Ryssevik & Vaage 2012), although

there is a growing number of companies that have been able to gain a certain stability

(Oslo Economics & Vasa Marketing 2018). The games industry is estimated to count

around 100 small and medium-sized companies (Straumann 2015; Oslo Economics &

Vasa Marketing 2018, 17). While many Norwegian game companies search for investor

money or support from private and semi-private funds, as of today most companies are

independent of external ownership and constraining publisher agreements. Some do

however develop games on contract, and the practice of having parallel activities to help

finance game development is not uncommon (Jørgensen 2013b, 21).

The growth of a Norwegian games industry corresponds with the establishment

of a public cultural support scheme for game development, reflecting traditional welfare

measures intended to positively influence national media by weakening the impact of

market forces and the influx of global mass culture (Syvertsen et al. 2014, 19-20). In

2003, the Christian Party Minister of Children and Family Affairs and Minister of

Culture and Church Affairs responded to the violent content of Grand Theft Auto 3

(Sandvik 2007, 71) by proposing a cultural policy that would secure children ‘access to

non-violent video games with Norwegian language and content’ (Ministry of Culture

and Church Affairs 2003). With the following Labor government, the paternalist focus

weakened and the new Minister of Culture initiated a White Paper on video games. The

White Paper emphasizes the cultural importance of securing children’s access to diverse

productions with high quality Norwegian language and content (Ministry of Culture and

Church Affairs 2008, 6), but it also stressed the importance of trade measures to create

jobs and foster higher innovation rate (Ministry of Culture and Church Affairs 2008,

54).
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Today Norway’s dedicated funding scheme for game development is

administered by the Norwegian Film Institute (NFI), which historically has been the

state agency for film funds. Game developers can apply for support for game production

and launch for games that foster Norwegian cultural heritage (Jørgensen 2019, 675).

While the funding can cover a maximum of 75% of the development costs, or 50% of

marketing costs of a single project; so far, no single project has received more than a

total of NOK 5.6 million (USD 640.000), indicating that Norwegian game productions

tend to be significantly smaller than traditional productions, which average USD 18-28

million for the last generation of consoles (Crossley 2010). Game developers can also

receive manuscript development support and travel grants (Jørgensen 2009, 8).

Norwegian game developers have also benefited from support from other regional and

national cultural funding agencies (Jørgensen & Tharaldsen 2012, 14).

The cultural support is welcomed by game developers, but has been criticized

for not being extensive enough to support the growth of a sustainable games industry.

For this reason, there has been a call for trade policies that can support game

development. However, Norwegian game companies have in no way been excluded

from general programs aiming at supporting national trade and innovation. Although it

has been criticized for having little knowledge of the games industry (Jørgensen 2011,

17), Innovation Norway, the state agency for supporting innovation in Norwegian

enterprises, has granted Norwegian game companies economical and administrative

support through different startups programs (Ministry of Culture and Church Affairs

2008, 51; Innovation Norway n.d.a; Oslo Economics and Vasa Marketing 2018, 27).

Since 2011 Innovation Norway’s attention to game development has increased, and

cross-policy programs that combine cultural and innovation measures have been

established, such as a joint pilot program that aimed to support the international launch
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of Norwegian games (Innovation Norway n.d.b). Another innovation measure that game

companies actively have sought is the program for tax reliefs on R&D activities

(Research Council of Norway 2017; Jørgensen and Tharaldsen 2012, 14; Oslo

Economics and Vasa Marketing 2018, 28).

Although Norway’s only dedicated game development funding scheme formally

speaking is a cultural scheme, this does not mean that the games industry policy is a

cultural policy only. On the contrary, the cultural policies do not concern the cultural

qualities of games alone but are sensitive towards the idea that Norwegian game

developers need support in becoming a sustainable industry. This is demonstrated by the

fact that NFI’s programs include marketing and travel support, but also by the fact that

game projects that do get funding through NFI are indeed evaluated on the basis of

market potential, both nationally and abroad. Also, Innovation Norway’s growing

attention towards game development is another indication that the game policies indeed

aim at industry development. As we will discuss later, the reason why the policies are

framed as a cultural policy is related to international trade agreements. While trade

measures that favour certain industries (Pratt 2005, 31-32) are restricted, cultural

products may be exempt from this under EU regulations as long as such products are

related to creativity and the conservation of European cultural heritage (Graber 2010,

199–201).

Finland: From small-scale technology projects to “creating global success

stories”

‘Over the last 15 or 20 years, a kind of game culture has been created, and our role

has been significant in enabling the gaming industry to develop and helping a

number of companies. We have invested around 70 million euros in this area over

the last 10 years, and Supercell alone has returned that investment in their

corporate taxes’. (Pekka Soini, Director General of Tekes, quoted in Chen 2017)
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In the past few years, digital games have often found their way to the PR materials of

Finnish public funding and internationalizing agencies. With over 200 studios, close to

3000 employees, and a total annual turnover of over EUR 2 Billion, the games industry

has become a key node of the vibrant start-up scene (Neogames 2018). The public

investments made in local game studios are repeatedly used by politicians to provide a

tangible example of how taxpayers’ money has not been wasted but extensively

multiplied. Although Business Finland, the public agency responsible for innovation

funding and internationalization of Finnish businesses, claims that they have been

funding the Finnish games industry since 1995 (Business Finland 2018), it is clear that

operational principles of games-related funding have changed significantly over time.

Until the 1980s, Finland remained a relatively closed economy focused mostly

on metal and lumber industries. In this respect, the founding of Tekes, a publicly owned

R&D funding organization, that focused on coordinating the government support for

technology development was a breath of fresh air (Korhonen 2008). From its early days,

Tekes focused on supporting development of new technologies in various fields and

helping companies cultivate their technology-based ideas into viable businesses. The

idea was that increasing international competitiveness of local industries would

contribute to overall well-being by increasing productivity and export and by creating

new employment opportunities.

With the rise of the mobile phone giant Nokia, electronics grew into the most

important industrial sector of Finland during the 1990s and Tekes increasingly directed

its funding towards companies in the information and communication technology

industry (Ali-Yrkkö & Hermans 2002). Tekes did not yet explicitly support game

development, but the pioneering game studios like Housemarque and Remedy were able
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to acquire funding for technology-oriented projects like development tools or game

engines (Kuorikoski 2014, 397).

At the turn of the millennium, there were around ten Finnish game companies

with a total of 200 employees (Kuorikoski 2014, 125). Already at this phase, a few of

them were developing mobile games. Nokia had been putting Snake on their phones

since 1997 and now they were advocating gaming over the mobile internet. Some of the

first generation mobile game companies like Riot Entertainment and Springtoys were

able to attract significant private investments. The closely followed burst of the dot-com

bubble, however, meant the end of this short-lived hype (Kuorikoski 2014, 129). As

companies went bankrupt, venture capitalists became cautious and it took several years

for them to regain an interest in the Finnish games industry (Sotamaa et al. 2011). A

lifeline to several Finnish studios of the time was that Tekes and Nokia kept investing in

games. While Nokia’s adventures in the realm of games were far from a success story,

the Nokia projects were well-resourced and helped create an environment in which

mobile games were seen as a viable alternative. Although it still took a few years for the

accessible technologies, high-speed mobile networks, and advanced distribution

channels to emerge, for many up-and-coming mobile game companies, Tekes-funded

projects and collaborations with Nokia operated as local co-operation platforms that

provided a chance to learn new skills and find new orientation.

In 2006, the official name of Tekes was changed to The Finnish Funding

Agency for Technology and Innovation. Coming to the new millennium, and driven

especially by the increased significance of information and communication

technologies, single inventors and pure technology funding had made room for

innovations and services in the Tekes funding portfolio (Korhonen 2008, 29). At the

same time – as Tekes actively recruited people with industry background – a particular
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entrepreneurial mindset, pitching skills, and credible business plan became increasingly

central. While Tekes support structures were never limited to R&D grants and loans,

now even more focus was put on industry foresights and studies, hands-on sparring and

international networking (Tekes 2015).

When Tekes in 2012 announced Skene – Games Refueled, their first specific

program directed to game companies (2012-2015), the aim was to improve “gaming

industry business skills and competence” (Korhonen 2012). During this programme,

Tekes used altogether EUR 33 million of public money and over 50 companies received

their share of the funding. The clearly expressed public motivation from the outset was

to professionalize the Finnish games industry, enable greater economic impact for the

sector, and to create a successful game production cluster (Venäläinen et al. 2019). In

some ways, the agenda is not much different from the early days of Tekes. What is

interesting from the welfare state perspective is that the Tekes money has been openly

utilized to leverage around EUR 70 million of additional VC investments (ibid.),

creating active collaborative relationships between the government organization,

individual companies, and private investors.

In January 2018, Tekes merged with Finpro, which previously provided services

for internationalization, investments, and tourism promotion. The fresh organization

called Business Finland promises to be an “accelerator of global growth”, especially

helping Finnish businesses go global. While the Business Finland’s funding FAQ

mentions that “in some cases the development of content may be funded as part of the

project”, focus is mostly on the commercial potential of a project and the viable

business plan of the company (Business Finland 2018). All in all, in the Finnish context,

most public money coming towards game development has been guided through R&D

investments and internationalization funding. General evaluation reports show that
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Tekes support has allowed companies to increase the risk level and productivity of

R&D projects and importantly promoted the construction of co-operational networks

between companies (Hyvärinen & Rautiainen 2007).

The original idea of Tekes was that in the long run technology projects and

support structures would improve employment and the overall well-being of Finnish

citizens (Korhonen 2008). When looking at the recent evaluation report of the Skene

program (Venäläinen et al 2019), it is clear that only economic measures are used when

assessing the impact and success of the program. At the same time, cultural funding for

games has over the years been mostly limited to small starting phase grants for concept

development and demos provided by AVEK, The Promotional Center for Audiovisual

Culture. All this shows how the potential to generate economic growth and to succeed

in global markets have been the key measures for gaining public support for games in

Finland.

Sweden: The large state and large investments

‘The computer game industry has managed to make itself a successful export

industry, and Sweden to a significant net exporter. No targeted efforts have been

made, no overall strategies for stimulation exist. One or two start-up grants has of

course been paid out, but the entrepreneur who does not want to collect such a

grant on the way, is an entrepreneur who cannot count. Hence it would probably be

possible to make achievements in exports with targeted efforts to the industry’

(Robertson 2004, 65)

In contrast to Finland and Norway there has not been a dedicated policy or funding

scheme related to the support of the Swedish games industry. However, there have been

discussions in Sweden about the need for public funding since the early 2000s. Together

with industry representatives, the state research support agency The Knowledge

Foundation (KK-stiftelsen), presented the first distinct public proposal for several
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reforms and funding schemes in 2004 (Robertson 2004). The proposal particularly

discusses the economic importance of the Swedish games industry as well as the need to

protect the industry on the global arena. This line of argument is characteristic for much

of the later reasoning regarding public funding for the industry in Sweden. The success

of the Swedish industry is often used as a somewhat paradoxical argument for the

supposed need for a directed state financed support scheme. The quote above also

indicates that there already are schemes utilized by entrepreneurs in the industry.

Sweden has the largest economy and population in the Nordic region. A game

development industry grew from the 1980s and consists today of a couple of hundred

companies with over five thousand employees (Spelutvecklarindex 2018). The industry

is dominated by smaller firms and a few large internationally successful companies. The

largest game developers are often part of international publisher conglomerates; for

example, Mojang is owned by Microsoft, King by Activision, DICE by EA and Massive

Entertainment by Ubisoft.

Historically, Sweden has had many far-reaching state-run initiatives and the

state has been extensively active in many industries (Petersson 2010, 129; Lundin 2012,

6). Even though the political landscape has changed the state remains active and there

are today many support systems on different administrative levels involved in

supporting culture and innovation, which makes the situation in Sweden difficult to

overview. However, even though there has not been a dedicated funding scheme there

has not been a void in the public support for the games industry. On the contrary, public

subsidies have been utilized and even to some extent aimed at the industry.

In particular Swedish universities have indirectly supported the industry. Several

universities and colleges have established game specific programs. This supplies the

industry with a qualified and specialized labour force, and is likely to keep down
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recruitment costs and wages. Universities are generally of growing importance for

economic development (Henrekson 2002, 159).

A more direct source of support has been business incubators and science parks.

Many universities own incubators or cooperates with local or municipal institutions to

commercialize research and help students and faculty form new companies. This

development may be connected to a larger international trend and a discussion in

Sweden and EU about the relative lack of commercialization relative to the large

spending on R&D in Europe (Monaco et al. 2016; Lamy 2017). A few incubators also

focus entirely on game companies, such as the The Game Incubator connected to the

University in Skövde and The Gameport in Karlshamn (Berg-Marklund 2012, 12).

Vinnova, the agency that administers state funding for R&D, has funded game

incubators via a grant programs for incubators (Hoffman 2012; Vinnova 2011). Several

Swedish game companies have emerged from these incubators, suggesting that it is

likely that these incubators have positively influenced the industry (Sandqvist 2010,

112). Typically, incubators offer many services from office spaces to sales support and

legal aid. Another area is the connection to direct financial support. Incubators are often

connected to different publicly funded organizations working with financial aid and

venture capital. This is organized directly via university owned enterprises or through

investment funds. The state is involved through Almi, a state-owned corporation that

aims to develop companies and businesses. In 2017 Almi granted loans to 4681

companies at a total sum of SEK 3.3 billion (Almi 2017). Many game companies in

Sweden have secured initial funding through such public financiers. Further, Vinnova

distributed about SEK 2.7 billion to different projects in 2016. Although there is no

separate program, many game development projects have received funding, ranging

from regional game projects related to tourism, gamification, serious games for
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education, gender relations in game development, and more direct development support

for different projects at individual companies. The projects received between a few

hundred thousand SEK to several million SEK (Vinnova n.d.).

One of the latest failed games industry funding campaigns aimed at introducing

a game specific funding program as a major strategic area for Vinnova, the national

agency for innovation corresponding to Tekes in Finland. One of the larger Swedish

R&D efforts in recent years has been the establishment of major strategic innovation

programs. Seventeen programs were established via Vinnova and are related to many of

the major challenges facing modern society and have been aimed at boosting Swedish

competitiveness on the global arena (Sweco 2017). A game program was presented as a

potential innovation program. The initiative was headed by RISE Interactive, a

government owned company geared towards ICT research and innovation, together with

several game companies, the Swedish games industry organization, several scholars and

their universities, incubators and other institutions, suh as technical museums and the

Royal Library (Agenda: Game 2014; Lindström 2013; Larsson, 2013). Even though the

proposed program was excluded it is relevant because it contained clear political

statement regarding the games industry. The actors push for sustained programs based

on more public funding, but they also call for investments into copy protection,

programming as a subject in primary school, and the establishment of game studies as a

new research field, among other things. One central argument is the possibility of

increased exports and competitiveness. Tekes in Finland is used as an example that

Sweden should follow to promote the industry, which in turn would generate more

export and tax revenues (Agenda: Game 2014, 16). Growing international competition

and the existence of public funding schemes in other countries are often used as

arguments in the debate. Sweden is often compared to other regions with tax breaks for
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game development such as Québec in Canada, or countries with more dedicated support

programs like Finland or Norway (Agenda: Game 2014; 7, 15; Gothia Science Park

2014; Karlsson et al. 2014; Arnroth 2011; Glevén 2016). However, regarding dedicated

games industry support, the former Secretary of State at the Industry Ministry said: ‘We

have an industry and trade policy in Sweden where we choose not to support separate

industries, but we generally work to create a good entrepreneurial climate’ (Hielle

2014). This summarizes the Swedish government policy and strategy as one that which

has diverged from Norwegian NFI and Finnish Tekes policies and has not

institutionalized direct support to specific industries (see Wendle 2014). The Swedish

state has been very active in supporting businesses and innovation but in a very broad

sense and in later years partly directed towards a number of larger societal challenges.

Discussion

The three cases from Norway, Finland, and Sweden illustrate how Nordic welfare state

measures have interacted with the games industry over time. All the three countries are

small and neither hosts a complete games industry value chain. Historically, an active

state policy has been seen as a way to counterweight effects of not being a central node

in the international circuits of game production, both from a cultural and market

standpoint. For example, in Sweden and Norway it is argued that a lack of venture

capital interested in the games industry can be compensated by state intervention. The

environment has also quickly transformed in the past years, and the success of studios

like Rovio and Supercell has attracted significant venture funding also for other Finnish

game studios.

While the political ideals have been fairly similar in the three countries, our

study demonstrates how the objectives and practical means of state engagement have

differed significantly. While the state is very actively involved in supporting national
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industries in each of the three Nordic countries, a main difference between the three in

terms of game support is the fact that Norway also actives a cultural policy based on

protectionist arguments. One of the reasons for the different paths is that the national

game industries remain at a different stage of maturity. While Sweden and Finland have

mature industries with self-sufficient companies, Norway has a younger and thus

comparatively weaker games industry (Oslo Economics & Vasa Marketing 2018, 57).

For this reason, the Norwegian industry is dominated by less experienced companies

that often struggle with basic competence in project management, game development,

and marketing. Although there are numerous of small start-ups in Sweden and Finland

that have the same needs, game developers in Finland and Sweden have to a larger

degree a local scene of experienced developers out of which the smaller companies

either spring, or with which they can network and learn. It is likely that these

differences create dissimilar needs within the industries.

Norway’s preference towards cultural policies is closely connected to

international trade agreements. These agreements specify that a state cannot provide

discriminatory support that creates imbalance in the marketplace (Graber 2010, 173).

Considering this, a dedicated cultural policy for game development might be a

manipulation of the marketplace (Pratt 2005, 31-32). However, EU regulations allow

discriminatory trade policies only if such measures help creativity and the conservation

of cultural heritage (Graber 2010, 200–201). Thus, it could be argued that cultural

support for game development is an example of trade policies disguised as cultural

policies in order to gain an unfair advantage. However, we consider the reasons for

establishing the Nordic Game Program as well as for Norway’s cultural measures were

legit. For Norway, the focus on a cultural policy is connected to the specific situation

that the national games industry found itself in ten years ago, and still struggles to get
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out of. When the cultural policy was proposed, there was virtually no developers

creating Norwegian digital media content for children and youth. Since the national

games industry is less mature than those of Sweden and Finland, Norwegian policy

makers have good reasons for executing certain cultural measures in order to ensure the

existence of a Norwegian game corpus. Of course, there are also economic reasons such

as becoming able to move fast forward to reach a level where the industry can compete

internationally. Until a critical number of companies have reached that level, direct

support from the cultural policy scheme may work as a catalyst for helping companies

become sustainable (Oslo Economics & Vasa Marketing 2018, 30). Comparatively,

when Swedish and Finnish policy makers have not established a dedicated cultural

program, the Nordic Game Program has provided an opportunity to acquire more

content-oriented funding.

In the light of the Nordic interventionist policies, it is also relevant to discuss the

Nordic focus on direct financial support such as grants over other economic support

measures. A common measure in many other countries with cultural exemptions is tax

reliefs and expenditures. Examples of states with different kinds of tax expenditures

directed towards the games industry are France (Graber 2010, 185; Dauncey 2012),

Quebec, Ontario, and Manitoba in Canada, and Michigan and Georgia in the US

(Graber 2010, 171; Kerr 2017, 149). One possible explanation for why these measures

have had much lesser significance in the Nordic region is that for the Nordic countries

the grants support solution fits ideologically very well with the welfare model and the

trust in a large and active state.

With the active state in mind, one could also ask whether the bonds between

state and industry can become too tight. If the state becomes too interventionist, the

companies may risk their independence; either financially, creatively, or in terms of
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publishing (Garda & Garbarczyk 2016). For example, in order to be eligible for the

Norwegian cultural support, a project must meet three out of four requirements with

regards to language, topic and setting, and the localization of the team (Norwegian Film

Institute 2015), arguably on expense of the team’s creative independence (Jørgensen

2013a, 13-14). Of course, the closeness of the relationship is also dependent upon the

actual specificities of the regulations. Since the Norwegian state grants are small,

government support is not enough to fully fund even smaller game projects, companies

need to find additional sources. Thus, the industry’s financial dependency on the state is

relatively weak and creates instead a situation in which government support becomes a

seal of approval and reference when seeking out investors (Jørgensen 2013a, 12).

Further, with its history of investing in the games industry, Finland’s policies are also

fairly interventionist on the financial level. The relationship between the government

and the industry is thus close, but this does not appear to have restricted the games

industry. On the contrary, the high return of investment that Tekes has seen, may even

suggest that it is the Finnish national state accounts that benefit from this relationship at

least as much as the industry itself (Oslo Economics & Vasa Marketing 2018, 10).

In the Swedish case we see a somewhat different relationship between state and

industry. While Sweden does have fairly far-reaching policies relevant for the study, the

arrangement is rather indirect. The state investment into R&D is among the largest in

the world and so all-inclusive that a dedicated game program has not been a political

priority. Also universities have indirectly supported the games industry. The

establishment of university programs and incubators can be considered an establishment

of a state infrastructure to support the games industry. Although we cannot speak of a

direct dependency on the government, these measures still visibly support the industry.
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Scholars and different state agencies have also worked closely with the industry, trying

to influence the Swedish government to expand substitutions to the industry.

Conclusion

In this paper we have explored the policies and support structures surrounding the

national game industries in Norway, Sweden, and Finland, and discussed the policy

measures in terms of the Nordic welfare model. Based on our analysis, there seem to be

two general ideals: An innovation perspective connected to the willingness to support

domestic companies on the global market, and a cultural perspective associated with the

promotion of national heritage. When comparing the three countries, we see that

although they have support schemes of which game companies can take advantage,

there are significant differences in the degree to which each individual country has

organized governmental interventions and support.

Although it is reasonable to state that Finland and Sweden in large has executed

a more neo-liberal approach while Norway, and the Nordic Game Program, have taken

a more traditional protectionist approach, all have used support systems to mitigate risks

and failures. While the Finnish state has primarily treated game development as an

endeavour in innovation and business development, the regional Nordic game program

as well as the Norwegian state has primarily developed a cultural policy for game

development that aims to protect local cultural heritage. The Swedish state has not

established tailormade policies directed towards game development but relied primarily

on the broad spectrum of general policies for supporting research and innovation. At the

same time, we believe that an investigation into the support systems also needs to

address the overlapping tendencies of innovation-focused and more culturally oriented

means. In Sweden, several state-funded universities and colleges have established high-

profile game development programs, whereas Norway’s cultural policy has included a
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sensitivity towards innovation and trade. The Finnish case shows that long-term state

investments have been an effective way to attract private investments, although this has

only happened after the local studios have provided well-known success stories.

Based on our analysis, it seems that none of the countries really had a long-

lasting systematic plan to build a globally competitive games industry. Company-led

initiatives based on cumulative industry experience, changing funding opportunities of

both a public and a private nature, and policy measures have been working

simultaneously. When a regional economy or a particular sector grows very fast, as the

Nordic games industry has done in the past decade, it is tempting to think that the

related policies and economic initiatives constitute a model that can be benchmarked

and replicated. There are some problems associated with this rationale. As we have

shown, the practical measures between the countries have sometimes been very

different from each other. It is also plausible that contingent historical factors or unique

developmental circumstances sometimes explain the success better than the actions of

the policy-making institutions: The factors that provided success under one set of

circumstances will not automatically work in the future. All in all, the hunt for

exemplary models often highlights relatively recent decisions and practices and at the

same time possibly underestimates the impact of long-lasting historical models and

other societal continuities and transformations (Miettinen 2013, 80).

Although this paper has focused on the impact of state intervention on

companies involved in game development, there is little doubt that these policies also

have had an impact upon the individual workers. Jørgensen (2019, 674) has shown that

the Norwegian game policies are closely related to the strong Working Environment

Act in the country, which also resonates with the Nordic welfare model in general. Due
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to issues relating to space and focus we have however not been able to discuss this

relationship in detail.

Future research should look deeper in to how public funding is structured and

how the discourses are formulated around the appeals for more public funding for the

games industry. We are also aware that focusing on national policies leaves some other

avenues uncovered. Thus, we entirely agree with Kerr (2013, 220) that the varying local

cultures of game production also need to be explored in the larger European economic,

political, and cultural context. However, before we can move to a broader analysis of

the interplay between national policy measures and larger regional and global

regulations we still need a better overview of the differences between national level

funding policies. Not least, while it has been beyond the scope of this paper, looking at

what consequences EU and EEC membership may have had on policies relevant for

game development would also be of interest.
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