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About Game Jams

In a dim room, a few dozen people are staring at a shared screen. The theme of
the annual Global Game Jam is about to be revealed. The room goes dead silent
for a second, and a beating sound echoes from the speakers. Confused faces
glance at their neighbours, and the screen encourages the audience to feel the
same sound from their chests. As the sound repeats, faces lighten up — the theme
is the sound of a heartbeat! The crowd is once again reminded not to share the
theme online until all locations in different time zones have had the opportunity
for the same moment of revelation. Minds start to race; the first ideas using the
theme already start to form. The game jam has begun.

Game jams are short, typically weekend-long events that host groups of peo-
ple creating small games. Combining previous literature on game jams and
substantial experience with game jams themselves, Kultima (2015) defines a
game jam as an ‘accelerated opportunistic game creation event” with design
constraints and publicly shared results. Game jam games are created much
faster than typical game productions and thus, in addition to being small,
can often be unfinished or unpolished. This can be seen as a strength: when
there is no need to risk long-term commitment and resources, game jams are
excellent for fostering experimentation and exploration of new ideas. The
design constraints, such as the theme involved in game jams, both challenge
and help to feed the creative process (Kultima et al. 2016b) while simulta-
neously creating unity between the games under a single game jam. Public
sharing encourages openness, making it easier to try out each other’s games,
and due to the frequently used creative commons licence, even allows people
to continue working on someone else’s game (see Font et al. 2016; Creative
Commons n.d.). Although game jammers are, in most cases, free to choose
their tools and software, the accelerated creation process encourages the use
of game creation software, which has in recent years become more accessible:
several resources and game engines, such as Unity, Godot, and Twine, are
freely available, and some are easy to use with beginner or even no previous
skills in programming (Nicoll and Keogh 2019; Kultima 2023).

Game jams have multiple roots, and similar events were organized well
before the term was invented. One background is in hackathons, events where
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participants compete to advance a cause, such as envisioning and creating
better applications for health or science. The demo scene culture has served
as another predecessor: here hobbyists and enthusiasts create various techno-
logical demos to showcase their programming skills and push the hardware’s
capabilities to the limits (Tyni and Sotamaa 2014). Some of the hackathons
and demos concentrate on creating games in small teams, similarly to game
jams. How game jams differ from these traditions is the importance and
focus on the process instead of the end product. While the communities cre-
ated around the events and groups have been instrumental in the demo scene
as well, the end products are what are celebrated, the events form around the
demo shows instead of their creation, and winners get recognition of their
achievements. In hackathons, while the products are usually created during
the events, the purpose is to create something usable for society, and this is
encouraged by prizes for the best products. In game jams, the activity, often
playful in its nature, can be seen as even more important than the published
games (Grace 2016) — even if some jam games later end up as full, success-
ful commercial releases (for instance, Baba is You [Teikari 2019], Celeste
[Maddy Makes Games 2018], and Fortnite [Epic Games 2017] started as
jam games). Aside from hackathons and the demo scene, game jams share
common ground with other grassroots phenomena like the general maker
movement or DIY-culture (e.g., Gauntlett 2011; Hatch 2017) and the novel
writing month NaNoWriMo. One common feature of them is sharing pro-
cesses and products in (online) communities with other hobbyists, discussing
and giving feedback.

The playful nature of the event is integrated into the name: the term game
jam has roots in musical jam sessions, where musicians gather to play together
in an unprepared and improvised way. While this might result in new com-
positions, often the main idea is to create music together in the moment.
Similarly, joining a game jam is done with no preparation: everything from
an idea to a finished game is created within the event, and the participants
add their own skills and instruments to the joint activity. Compared to some
other similar events, game jams are more casual in their nature and are open
to all skill and experience levels of participants. While individual game jams
can be restricted or try to attract game development veterans, the game jam
scene typically welcomes newcomers and aims to give the possibility to jam
to everyone. However, the first events dubbed as game jams were exclusive
and focused on inviting game development veterans.

The earliest recognized game jam is Indie Game Jam 0, organized in March
2002 (Fowler et al. 2013). The event was exclusive in nature and focused
on programming, with invites going to specific programmer—designers. All
participants worked with a shared base idea and engine, each then figuring
and actualizing a different game around them. The concept was reused for
instance in LT Game Jam 2002 in Lithuania, where similarly invited pro-
grammers created games around a similar concept. Ludum Dare emerged
during the same year, offering an online competition for individually created
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games. Ludum Dare has since added a game jam option, a more casual way
to participate on the side of the main competitive events.

Game jams evolved closer to their modern implementation in Nordic
Game Jam, organized in Denmark for the first time in 2006 with 40 partici-
pants. Nordic Game Jam utilized many of the practices now common and
shared among many game jams: a theme that is revealed in the beginning,
group forming around pitching of ideas, and publishing the games under the
creative commons license. Jammers around the world travel annually to join
Nordic Game Jam, and currently with more than 500 annual participants
it has grown to be one of the biggest jams in a single location. It also has
another legacy: it inspired and functioned as the foundation of even a bigger
annual jam: the Global Game Jam.

Jams Everywhere, about Everything, for Everyone?

Global Game Jam started as a project by the International Game Developer’s
Association (IGDA) in 2008, with the first Global Game Jam organized in
January 2009. The first jam can be counted as a success with 1,600 partici-
pants creating 307 games in 23 countries, but the following years increased
the numbers considerably. Global Game Jam quickly grew to be the largest
game creation event in the world, and in 2025, 35,470 people participated
in the Global Game Jam across 97 countries and 803 locations, creating
2,100 games. Since its launch, over 100,000 games have been created and
published, with locations and participants spanning all habitable continents.

All Global Game Jam locations commit to some overall structures, such as
the common theme that is only revealed after the event starts, uploading the
games on the Global Game Jam website, abiding by the Code of Conduct,
and having a minimum age limit for participation. Typically, the game jam
starts late Friday afternoon with keynote presentations, theme reveal, and
team formation, after which the teams have until Sunday afternoon to create
a game based on the theme before uploading the game to the Global Game
Jam website. The game jam often wraps up with game presentations, cel-
ebrating the work each group has done.

Otherwise, the individual locations have relatively free hands and can
therefore decide whether the jam is exclusive or open, if it is onsite, online,
or hybrid, whether the site is open through the nights, if coffee, snacks, or
food are provided, and whether there are competitions, for example. While
Global Game Jam has its own brand, the locations can have their own added
identity, or as for instance in the case of Finland, can form a group of events
that can have shared sponsors, promotions, and visuals. All these aspects
can change the nature of the event and therefore jams under Global Game
Jam cannot easily be discussed as one. However, it is typical that many of
these events are beginner-friendly and can be the first touch to game jam-
ming and game making in general. For instance, in the Finnish locations of
Global Game Jam 2019, as many as 30% of the participants had no prior
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game jamming experience (Kultima 2019). Global Game Jam considers the
different time zones and has also increased the possible days the game jam
can take place to take into account possible difficulties or obstacles working
on specific days, such as on the Sabbath.

After the success of Global Game Jam, there has been an uprising of other
game jams around the world. Many game design and game development pro-
grammes organize game jams for learning purposes, game companies have
their internal game jams, while events such as conferences or conventions
can include a game jam for their participants as a part of their programme.
Sharing games and game assets has become easier due to online platforms
(see e.g., Kultima 2023; Gauntlett 2011, 88-95), and itch.io has become a
popular and easy way to publish jam games. Online and hybrid game jams
have provided possibilities to connect with people from all over the world and
create international teams more easily — and they functioned as an alterna-
tive during the COVID-19 pandemic. Game jams have become a normalized,
frequently occuring activity, and as game jam organizers and participants
have become more experienced (see Kultima 2019), there has also been cer-
tain jam fatigue. Variations have emerged, and the themes, technologies or
platforms, timeframes, purposes, audiences, environments, constraints, and
all possible aspects of game jams have been experimented or played with (Lai
and Khosmood 2023). Some game jams are organized to advance a cause,
whether to collect money for charity or to increase awareness and explore
topics and cultures, such as in Boob Jam, which explored breasts in games
from other than sexualized perspectives. As an alternative to a hectic week-
end or hectic day, slow or long game jams have emerged, giving more time
for the participants to create their game, while on the other hand, one of the
shortest game jams, 0h Game Jam, only lasts one hour, happening when the
clocks are turned backwards.

In some countries, game jamming has found more popularity than in
others. Finland is a prime example of a country becoming a game jamming
nation. Joining the Global Game Jam for the first time in 2010, three locations
formed a co-operation under the umbrella of Finnish Game Jam. Locations
and participant numbers have since increased rapidly, and Finland has been
one of the most active jammers in the world (Kultima et al. 2016a). Finnish
Game Jam later grew into an organization, and while the original purpose
was to coordinate and support the locations participating in the annual
Global Game Jam, the association soon started to organize other game jams
and to support game making hobby in Finland through scholarships and
events for game jam organizers. At the time of writing, there are several
annual game jams organized or co-organized by the Finnish Game Jam asso-
ciation, including ASM Game Jam during Assembly festival, Pocket Jam dur-
ing the Pocket Gamer Conference, and Pride Game Jam during Pride week.
Even an event for jamming game jams exists in the form of Jam Jam Festival,
while Finnish Game Jam Awards recognizes some of the games made in the
events associated with the organization. Game jams have aimed to recreate
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the special feeling through other means as well, such as special environments,
curious tools, interesting themes or programmes, or weird restrictions. Lai et
al. (2021) note that game jams have joined the experience economy (Pine and
Gilmore 2011), and this has been especially true for Finland. Individual jams
have taken jammers to make games in an isolated cabin in the wilderness,
on a moving bus, on a tandem bike, on a Ferris wheel, and in museums, TV
studios, and planetariums, for instance, while other game jams have covered
topics such as Sdmi culture and quantum physics. In addition to those organ-
ized under Finnish Game Jam, other jams have been organized by clubs,
schools, NGOs, and companies, for instance.

While game jams have gained popularity and become more diverse, seem-
ingly offering a suitable jam for everyone and for any purpose, there are
still barriers to entry and imbalance in participation. To begin with, even
with their increased popularity, knowledge of game jams is not widespread
(Aurava 2025; Aurava et al. 2020) and might remain an activity for specific
circles of people. Even after knowing about jamming, first-timers might not
join as expectations towards the jam and assumed skill requirements might
make it intimidating to attend for the first time (Merildinen and Aurava
2018). In both cases, work towards spreading understanding of what game
jams are and what is to be expected from the experience of various jams
or roles in them is needed. Some have found help in guides for game jams
(Merildinen and Aurava 2018).

The gendered participation in the game industry and in game culture in
general is visible in game jams as well, and women are in the minority among
jam participants (Ferraz and Gama 2019). Furthermore, the division of roles
inside jams follows gendered stereotypes, where men easily navigate towards
more technical roles such as programming and women towards roles such
as making art or writing stories (Aurava et al. 2021; Gorden et al. 2023).
In addition, while game jams are an international phenomenon and, for
instance, Global Game Jam can be called truly global for reaching all habit-
able continents, game jams are concentrated in Europe and North America,
where they attract mainly White, middle class, young adult, and male partici-
pants (Kerr et al. 2020).

To be welcoming to all genders and identities, game jams need to aim to be
safe spaces. Codes of conduct, harassment contact persons, and processes in
place to handle any cases of inappropriate behaviour are crucial in this. Some
game jams are also exclusive for women-only participants or concentrated
on people of colour, making them a more comfortable starting point. Several
game jams focus on LGBTQIA+ themes, such as Pride Game Jam, and often
make an extra effort to be welcoming.

In addition to the challenges with participant imbalance, game jams have
been criticized for embracing crunch culture, for giving a distorted image
of what game development is, and resulting in unfinished games or proto-
types without usually returning to finish and polish the games (Lai et al.
2021). A crunch lasting a single weekend can have effects lasting long into
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the following week and can reinforce the infamous game industry practices.
While some enjoy the hectic weekend with endless coffee and little sleep,
expecting such a practice from everyone can be unhealthy and ableist. Game
jam culture has started to encourage healthier ways to work, getting enough
sleep, and eating properly.

Game jams do not need to be the end-all answer for everyone. Not eve-
ryone is interested in game making or, more specifically, in game jamming
(Aurava et al. 2020). Neither is every game jam experience a positive one
(Kultima 2021). Still, as game jams often function as a gate to game develop-
ment as a hobby or even a profession, everyone should have the opportunity
to attend them. For that, game jamming should be better known and more
accessible. More reflection on the gendered roles, socioeconomic status, and
crunch culture is also required. One way for this is the inclusion of game jams
in general formal education.

Game Jamming as a Tool for Learning

Often the main reason to jam is that the experience in itself is fun. However,
there are many instrumental reasons for game jamming. One of the obvious
reasons is to learn how to make games and help one’s chances of getting
employed in the game industry. As the game industry is increasingly competi-
tive and it has become harder to get a position without previous experience,
creating a game portfolio prior to applying has become almost mandatory
for junior developers. Game jams offer a great possibility for this, as a full
game is created during a single weekend. Similarly, networking with other
game makers can further participants’ career paths.

The networks of game jam hobbyists form a community of practice
(Wenger 1998), where beginners can learn from more experienced members
of the community. Game jams provide a way to learn about culture(s): for
instance, Cross-cultural Online Game Jam organized in Aalto University,
Finland, connects various cultural contexts, creating games together and
learning from each other, while jams such as the Sami Game Jam can educate
us about individual cultural heritages. Game jams happening within cultural
locations such as museums and galleries and in collaboration with cultural
institutions can both teach about cultural heritage and provide inspiration to
make games around it (Eriksson et al. 2024). In addition to games that are
purposefully tied to culture, the whole game jam scene can be seen as a way
for cultural participation.

Game jamming has been used for teaching and learning purposes since
the beginning (Juul 2019). For some time, they were used in formal edu-
cation mainly for game development studies, but as research has shown,
game jam participation to promote several more general skills is needed in
today’s society (Merildinen et al. 2020; Aurava and Sormunen 2023); there
has been interest in organizing game jams in schools as well (Aurava et al.
2021; Contreras-Espinosa and Eguia-Gomez 2022). Game jam participation
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offers possibilities to improve many so-called soft skills, such as commu-
nication, scheduling, management, and creativity. Contreras-Espinosa and
Eguia-Gomez (2022, n.p.) note that the type of learning in game jams ‘is not
very different from that of typical educational environments and includes
(1) cooperative, (2) project-based, (3) problem-based, and (4) collaborative
learning.’

Jam events and school practices often clash, and the incompatibility is
greater when school practices like strict timetables or borders between school
subjects are rigid (Aurava 2024). As game jams naturally combine skills and
knowledge of several disciplines, they are most suitable for multi- or trans-
disciplinary teaching (Aurava 2025). Further, the length of one lesson is often
inadequate for a game jam. A teacher organizing game jams needs to take
on the role of a mentor or a coach, which requires more pedagogical com-
petence than the more traditional role as a subject expert (Aurava 2025).
When compared to other game jam organizers, teacher-organizers usually
have more responsibilities, especially when the participants are adolescents
(Aurava 2025). A school-related game jam event differs from other jams in
multiple ways:

e Teachers and students are in dual roles: they are organizers and partici-
pants, but as the jam is part of school, they cannot fully let go of their
underlying school roles.

®  Organizing teachers usually have to prove to colleagues that game jams
are worth the effort and time.

® Thejam event needs to be grounded in pedagogy: organizers need to plan
learning content, pedagogical goals, and connections to a curriculum.

e  Usually, the participants do not have basic skills in game development
nor a clear understanding of what is possible to achieve during the event.

®  Younger participants might need more support in team building, social
skills, and dealing with failure.

¢ In some school systems, grading is obligatory. Grading game jam par-
ticipation is tricky, and grading game jam games would shift the focus
from process to product. If grading is needed, it would be best to grade
an extra assignment, e.g., a learning diary or other reflective text.

Game Jamming as a Way for Cultural Participation

Games have become increasingly important. The Western and East-Asian
cultural scene is permeated with games, with people spending more time and
money on games than on other media or cultural products. Further, it is
hard to discern between games and other media, as the same characters and
their stories are told in transmedia forms. Games are also increasingly seen
as art, and game making seen as a creative outlet. Still, game culture is often
focused and even reduced to players and playing games. While playing games
can now be seen as cultural participation, making games is often seen as
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an industry and a commercial practice, or possibly as a provider, enabler,
or limiter of cultural activity. Contrary to this view, modding and creating
games are important ways of participating and increasing one’s cultural capi-
tal and literacy. There are various ways to partake in this activity, yet game
jams provide to this day the most overarching and accessible ways to create
games.

As understanding and participating in the creation of games can be seen
as a great improvement in a person’s game literacy (e.g., Merildinen 2019;
Aurava and Merildinen 2022; see also Chapter 12 in this book), the events
function as a driving force in understanding game culture. Game jamming
can be, for some, a way to find like-minded people and to become part of a
community. Thus, game jamming can provide an interesting view of games
for those who are interested in games as culture or as part of culture. The
various stories of the association have been showcased in an exhibition in
the Finnish Museum of Games, while the museum itself has included game
jam games in its permanent exhibition, indicating the cultural importance of
jamming.

There have been jokes about organizing game jams in Antarctica or in
space, and it is very likely these will not remain only jokes (Kultima 2023).
There is constant playing with what a game jam can be, what is the weird-
est place it could be organized in, or what is the most ambitious goal it
can reach. While game jams promise a lot, they still have unclaimed poten-
tial. The COVID-19 pandemic dropped the participation counts, and even
with online participation becoming more common, the participation num-
bers have yet to reach the peak pre-pandemic ones. The gender imbalance
still exists, first-timers hesitate in joining, and the format is under-utilized,
for instance in schools. For more experienced jammers, jam-fatigue due to
the sheer number of jams has been growing. Working towards solving these
issues becomes even more crucial when we consider the cultural importance
and impact game jams can have.

The 100,000 games created in Global Game Jam events, while impressive,
are not its best achievement. Neither are the individual exceptions that grow
from game jam prototypes into well-known, celebrated commercial prod-
ucts. Game jams do not merely provide us with more content to play, nor do
they only diversify how we understand games and game culture. The experi-
ences collected, the memories made, the lessons learnt, and the friendships
created during the events impact individual lives on a foundational level and
intertwine into our cultures. Game jams can bring us cultural content, teach
us about different cultures, provide ways for cultural participation, but in the
end, game jams are game culture.

The clock is ticking, final bugs are being ironed out, the last few final
assets added to the games. Some of the teams are in panic mode but
in a good mood. The weekend has included learning, struggling, new
friendships — and very soon finished games. A countdown starts, and
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the call to stop working and start uploading games is voiced. Group
members sigh with relief, groan of a deadline coming too soon, or bask
in pride in what has been achieved. The games will be in many port-
folios, belping to reach jobs, being shared with friends, and some will
continue to be developed after the jam. But for many, the jam itself was
the magic: a weekend of creativity, of connection, of culture.
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