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Abstract

This paper presents the initial findings of a
longitudinal study examining the role and experiences
of LAN organizers in managing player communities
pre, during and post the Covid 19 pandemic.
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis was used to
analyze interviews with organizers of the Birdie LAN,
Sweden’s longest running LAN event. Five key themes
were identified reflecting the roles of organizers and
their experiences pre pandemic. (1) building and
maintaining the culture, (2) encouraging inclusivity
and  community  building, (3)  negotiating
professionalism, (4) learning, adapting and evolving,
(5) creating sustainability through a future
orientation. This paper presents the results of the first
data collection to examine the impacts of the pandemic
on grassroots gaming communities. The findings here
represent a foundation in understanding the role of
community leaders in maintaining a culture around
gaming. These initial findings add value to our
understanding of grassroots esports and player
communities and the social practices of gaming in the
modern era.

Keywords: Gaming communities, LAN parties,
grassroot esports, gaming culture, community
building.

1. Introduction

Games and esports are increasingly important as
platforms for communities that provide socialization
opportunities (Jung, 2020; McCauley, et al., 2020).
During Covid-19 induced lockdowns, online games as
a social outlet were valuable for younger and older
through alleviating isolation and benefiting mental
health (Kowal, et al., 2021). However, despite the
surge in uptake of games and esports, existing live
gaming and esports events were impacted through
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having to move online (Goldman & Hedlund, 2020).
As in person events begun to resume around games
and esports, this study presents the first stage of a
longitudinal study examining the impact of the
pandemic on Local Area Network events (LAN
parties), communities organized by volunteers.

LAN parties have a history and culture founded in
groups of friends organizing weekends of gaming and
socializing (Ackermann, 2012). Video gaming more
generally has a long history in modern society and
through technological progress, the way we play
games and interact while playing is evolving. For
instance, through technological advances such as
home to mobile internet and digital platform
developments, LANs have moved from the ‘basement’
and internet cafes to regional mega-LAN events
(McCauley, et al., 2020). Essentially, LANs provide a
unique environment for socialization that overcomes
boundaries such as demographics and geography, and
studies are increasingly realizing the positive impacts
for the psychological well-being through socialization
of players (Halbrook, et al., 2019). For example, while
concerns remain regarding a loss of offline social
capabilities by those who engage too heavily (Rowert
& Oldmeadow, 2013), increasingly the gaming market
and experiences are being shaped through both online
and offline social interaction and cooperation that
builds strong emotional ties between individuals
(Collins & Freeman, 2013).

Gaming participants are key actors in shaping the
gaming environment (Scholz, 2019). Past research has
demonstrated how grassroots players collaborate to
modify games to suit LAN playing, shape spatial and
social conventions to support communal, urban
playing, or shape local esports markets and co-create
value contributing to the local community. This in turn
shapes gaming culture, practices, and experiences that
are enacted by players together and can lead to
enhanced relationships (Verheijen, et al.,, 2019).
Recent research into game communities has shown,
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the importance of facilitating communities within
gaming, how game modalities and media facilitate and
shape communities (Jung, 2020) the challenges of
event organization and management and call for
research into organization of communities such as live
audiences and leagues (Cranmer, et al., 2021).

However, despite the rise in popularity of esports
and events that have LAN elements, little attention has
been paid to why and how  grassroots
enthusiasts/actors are creating and sustaining LANs
(Taylor, 2016), to reshape the communities and culture
of digital gaming and reflect a more socialized and
integrated experience. Literature has acknowledged
the extensive organization that is required for these
types of events and the role of grassroots actors as
community enablers in for developing regional
communities around games and esports (McCauley, et
al. 2020). A sustainable future for associated gaming
communities is rooted in both economic and social
sustainability at both professional and grassroots
levels (Nystrom, et al. 202).

In this paper, we are focusing on the experience
of the LAN organizers of the Swedish LAN party,
Birdie that has existed for almost 30 years. Given the
need to examine the external social contexts of video
gameplay (Collins & Freeman, 2013), co-playing
audiences (Bowman, et al., 2015), social sustainability
in esports (Nystrom, et al., 2022), and LAN events
(McCauley, et al. 2020); the following research
question was proposed as stage one of a larger study.

How can we understand the role of volunteer
organizers in shaping and maintaining a community
around a long-standing LAN event?

2. Theoretical Background

There is a long-standing tradition of offline-
events for video games, be it meeting-up in the Arcade
in the 80ies or since the early 90 in LAN parties. A
Local Area Network (LAN) event is where personal
computers are linked together in a physical location, in
order to play video games face-to-face utilizing
highspeed connection (Jansz & Martens, 2005). The
LAN-scape itself as an understanding of public
networked play varies across a range of variables
including size, demographics, practices and cultures
(Taylor, et al., 2014) but can be linked to the
overarching game culture (Shaw, 2010). The majority
of small to medium-sized regional LANS are
conducted by local actors without the consideration of
profit (McCauley, et al., 2020). However, a lack of
academic exploration in the last years on the topic of
LANSs has meant recent developmental trends remain
unexplored for their impact on the subject (McCauley,
et al., 2019). The role of LANs in gaming has evolved

beyond bridging technological limitations towards a
focus on the benefits for regional communities.

LAN parties in today's digitized society have been
augmented by streaming, though their relevance
increased in the regional context to act as some form
of physical anchor in a digital environment. A recent
pilot study on LAN attendees highlighted the hybrid
nature of LANs as existing in both the online and
offline contexts while attendance was driven by a
variety of social motivations. Studies such as this and
other previous work specific to LANs (Taylor &
Witkowski, 2010) tended to examine the LAN
phenomenon from the perspective of attendees while
increasingly there is a clear need to understand the
actors that shape regional gaming markets (McCauley,
et al., 2020), develop offline spaces for competitive
play (Koch, et al, 2020) and build regional
communities (Jung, 2020).

3. Research Setting

3.1. Research Context: Birdie LAN

To answer the research question, we chose to
study the Birdie LAN event based in the city of
Uppsala in Sweden, which has been part of the LAN
scene since its inception. The first Birdie LAN in 1993
was arranged in a local high school cafeteria and had
approximately 100 attendees. The event has since
evolved into a significant and iconic LAN in Sweden,
attracting around 1,000 attendees and 2,000 visitors to
the broader experience that has grown around it. This
presents the opportunity to observe and explore the
evolutionary change of LAN organization and
operations and how this has shaped the LAN
experience. Another important aspect was the
nonprofit nature of this LAN and robust regional
(government) support. Birdie is a not-for-profit event
that is financially supported by the local government
and is known internationally as one of the main LAN
events in Sweden. The event is organized throughout
the year by a central planning committee of seven
volunteer members, overseen by a board consisting of
seven and supported by a crew of approximately 100
volunteers who assist in the three-day event every
May. It was held before the pandemic in the local
floorball stadium, IFU arena, and features components
including; an expo for businesses to engage with
visitors, a demo scene where people showcase their
creative technological work and traditional board
games alongside the central LAN component. The
pandemic has since forced the event to go online for
three consecutive years 2020-2022 with the next in
person event planned for 2023.
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3.2. Method

We applied a social constructivist framework to
address our research question and to support theory
building (Creswell, 2007). This framework is rooted in
the interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA),
which permits the researcher to facilitate a more in-
depth exploration of wunderlying meanings of
informants' lived experiences in particular situations
(Smith & Osborn, 2015). We explored in-depth the
experiences of seven Birdie LAN organizers. The aim
was to facilitate the collection of extensive,
information-rich  narratives within a focused
perspective to build a deep understanding of the
cocreative processes within LAN organizing, and the
meaning-making of the participants (Smith & Osborn,
2015). The IPA approach is suited to our study as it
supports the collection and sustained in-depth analysis
of extensive participant narratives to uncover socially
negotiated and idiosyncratically determined meanings
of personal experiences (Mufioz & Cohen, 2018).
Further, applying this approach affords responsiveness
by adjusting the data-gathering process, such as
restructuring questions or adding new questions, in
response to emergent themes (Smith & Osborn, 2015).

3.3. Sample and Data Collection

With the goal of theory building rather than
testing it, we applied purposive sampling to access
seven individuals with common experience of the
domain of enquiry and so likely to provide
information-rich narratives best suited to answering
our research question (Creswell, 2007). Small sample
sizes are suited to the IPA approach, as sizeable
qualitative study samples can result in significant
amounts of data that do not permit sufficiently
sustained and penetrating analysis to develop deep
insights into participants' meaning making (Smith &
Osborn, 2015). We interviewed individuals who had
been engaged with Birdie for a minimum of 10 years
with active roles as part of the crew, as a member of
the executive board or in the project management
group. These criteria ensured that each participant had
a high level of cultural competence for our domain of
inquiry which supported the development of
information-rich narratives (Smith & Osborn, 2015),
and added in-depth knowledge of the evolution of the
LAN event to the research. We interviewed seven
male individuals aged from 27 to 48, each of whom
had engaged with Birdie over a time period of 12 to 27
years, producing a cumulative experience in delivering
Birdie of over 100 years. We didn’t interview female
participants as LANs are mostly male dominated, es-
pecially on the level of management or participating

for an extended period. This gender issue is the same
for Birdie LAN. The interviews focused on exploring
participants' personal history of gaming, LAN
participation, their roles and experiences in delivering
Birdie LAN events. Before conducting formal
interviews, we tested the questions in mock interviews
both thematically to ensure relevance and dynamically
to ensure ease of understanding and promotion of an
open discussion to support information-rich narratives
(Kvale, 1996). We also tested to ensure that
participants' free opinions could be elicited without
being led by the questions. Additionally, data were
gathered in a way that was informed by ongoing
analysis, a key feature of IPA, allowing the question
instrument for subsequent interviews to be informed
by themes identified in earlier transcripts (Smith &
Osborn, 2015). Each interview lasted between 60 and
90 minutes, was digitally recorded, and transcribed by
a professional transcription service. We managed the
transcripts using NVivol2 and construct a coding
scheme based on the emerging themes from the first
interview.

3.4. Data Analysis

Our data analysis comprised an inductive
approach with extended interpretive engagement with
transcripts combined with self-reflection to suspend
any a priori assumptions. This is characteristic of the
IPA method and supports the interpretation of
participants'  experiential =~ sense-making  across
multiple readings of, and reflections on, each
transcript requiring profound interpretation of
participant meanings (Smith & Osborn, 2015). Before
commencing the primary analysis process, an
intercoder agreement was developed based on a
coding scheme inductively developed by the lead
author from the first transcript (Guest, et al., 2006).
This involved multiple readings of the transcript to
annotate compelling or symbolic statements in the left
margin (subordinate themes), translating these into
emerging themes in the opposite margin, identifying
how these arrayed, leading to the development of an
initial coding scheme to clarify and distinguish
emergent and potentially superordinate concepts
(Whitty, et al., 2011). The coding scheme was then
applied to subsequent transcripts, extended by all
authors as new subordinate themes were identified,
iteratively compared and discussed to identify and
reconcile discrepancies, consolidate similarities,
refine codes and definitions, and then reapplied to new
transcripts. Continually cycling between transcripts,
literature, and iterative discussions between the
authors, we teased out standard features evident across
emergent themes which suggested links of theoretical
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significance and a higher level of abstraction. In this
way, we identified commonalities that implied
connections between subordinate and emergent
themes that were common across the seven interviews
and therefore led us to identify superordinate
concepts(Smith & Osborn, 2015) that underline a
‘connection to a broader gestalt of an individual's
experiences’ (Spiggle, 1994).

4. Results

Based on the identification of superordinate
themes led to the following themes: These themes
consist of (1) building and maintaining the culture, that
focuses on the idea that there is a specific form of
Birdie culture evolved and how it is sustained over the
years; (2) encouraging inclusivity and community
building, co-aligns with the LAN culture and how it is
enforced by creating an inclusive community in the
Birdie LAN; (3) negotiating professionalism, explains
how Birdie LAN developed over time and created a
sustainable environment to support the LAN running;
(4) learning, adapting and evolving, highlights the
methods of Birdie LAN to learn from experiences and
adapt to the ever-shifting LAN environment; and (5)
creating sustainability through a future orientation,
reveals the future orientation of Birdie LAN in its
planning and continued development. The following
sections uncover how these themes explain the role of
Birdie organizers in maintaining a community around
a long-standing LAN event, especially with the focus
on uncovering the underlying Birdie LAN culture.

4.1. Building and Maintaining the Culture

Our participants were anchored in the Birdie LAN
with a long history of engagement as participants,
crew members and organizers, and have experienced
as well as influenced the environment. This was
reflected in the role Birdie played within their self-
identity, leading to the understanding that Birdie can
be allocated to with a culture. Encapsulating the
specific culture of the LAN was the systematic
identification of 'The Birdie Feeling'. This key
emergent theme was consistent across our findings in
how participants viewed their roles, their motivation
to engage and their resultant actions. All seven
participants discussed this understanding of the Birdie
feeling and the need for maintaining it with one
participant articulating it as:

We have a job where we cultivate a feeling about
Birdie. It is important for us that we have our own
identity so that we are Birdie and judged on what we
are. I think a lot is about having the heart in the right
place, that you have the ideal remain and that we try

to create a feeling that it is the participants themselves
who create their own joy on the spot. - We want to
position ourselves as a fun and happy LAN rather than
being elite and that with us you should be the best or
that it is expensive but cozy. Sweden's nicest LAN 1
think we have called ourselves sometimes. (P#4)

The Birdie feeling explains the underlying culture
of the Birdie LAN and how they are different, based
on the experiences of LANs this feeling is reinforced
and has led to rituals and tradition. By that, it becomes
evident that fun plays a crucial role in the embodiment
of the Birdie feeling which started with the beginning
of the LAN in 1993 and evolved over time. Therefore,
there are many traditions, practices, and rituals
observable which are kept alive and passed on from
one generation to the other. These are all based on the
ideas of fun and creativity, perhaps best encapsulated
by those not directly related to gaming but instead
rooted in creative practice. As all LAN parties Birdie
is about fun, however, over time they created a distinct
understanding in terms of fun that goes beyond the
idea of we are having fun playing video games. This
development has led to codified artifacts that are
highly contextual and difficult to understand for
outsiders not part of the Birdie culture.

We have, you know, there's certain small things
that are kind of hard to explain. We have the legend of
the guy on row 6. That started you know, early 2000s
as a joke that's been living on since then. The guy in
row 6 is basically someone who is really behind
everything bad that happens. (P#6)

This has led to rituals that only make sense within
the Birdie culture, as only the participants of the
community appreciate it or even get the sentiment of
these traditions. There is a group spirit within the
organization that contributes to a unified cultural
understanding. This strong sentiment toward the
Birdie feeling and the maintenance of its codified
rituals and traditions have led to a deep understanding,
which may be implicit knowledge, of what constitutes
the Birdie culture. Participants can clearly articulate
what the difference is between Birdie and other LANS.

We like to think we are fun, and it gives a sense of
community of being a part of something. That's what 1
would say differs Birdie from most of these bigger
LANs [...] I mean we're the oldest LAN party in
Sweden that's still going. So we've collected quite a
few moments during the years, so those things you
know keeps on still today (P#7)

Our participants consistently viewed it as their
responsibility to maintain and pass on the culture of
Birdie through creating a fun and engaging creative
experience that encapsulates the Birdie Feeling. But
there was more to this than just fun, with organizers
assuming a responsibility for delivering this culture.
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Birdie is a lot about teaching also. Yeah, we teach
crew members new skills on how to do things. We
teach them to network, electricity, organising, media
equipment, about themselves, you know, so I think we
both can relate to that. And also the visitors. It's a lot
of teaching going on, you know. And that's the reward,
you know, the reward of teaching and seeing that,
“hey, this kid got it now.” That's a wonderful feeling,
man! (P#6)

These narratives show that the long-term
engagement of our interviewees as attendees and
organizers, has led to a concise understanding of the
Birdie feeling, aligned with a sense of responsibility to
preserve, build and pass on the Birdie culture.

4.2. Encouraging Inclusivity and Community
Building

As a LAN party is a social event, it relies on
people that participate in creating, contributing to, and
sustaining a community. Therefore, organizers aim to
make the LAN as welcoming for everyone to have an
experience embedded in the Birdie culture.
Community building is at the core of that concept, and
this can be observed in the reasoning that the
organizers invest the majority of the budget on the
visitor experience. This highlights the crew's
engagement in taking care of people, to deliver an
optimal experience that can foster the Birdie feeling
and fortify the Birdie culture.

1 think a part of the Birdie feeling is that all the
money that goes into Birdie goes out to the visitors. We
don't have any ambitions on making any money on
Birdie, so everything goes out to the visitors with all
these side things that are going on and broadening
people's perspectives and their horizons to, you know,
learn and see new stuff (P#7).

Further, it is part of the strategy to be welcoming
for newcomers and people who are new to the LAN
concept. These newcomers could also be friends or the
children of veteran participants highlighting the long
history and the urge of creating a community that goes
beyond a typical LAN party.

This strategy is helpful to make the LAN
interesting for newcomers, however, these measures
also help to build up a community that is connected.
The success of this community building can be seen
with the long-standing success, and how out of this
environment friendships emerged and stayed by
visiting the LAN... Parents are sharing their legacy,
as they feel part of this community. ... So they're
bringing the next generation to Birdie. And we all sat
together, you know, and they had all these kids
running around, the new generation together with the
old generation. (P#6)

Not only is it the goal to pass on the torch but also
to make the Birdie LAN a place for everyone, not just
for gamers. This goal became especially relevant as
the popularity of video games grew and it moved out
of the niche, nerdy sub-culture and into the
mainstream. One challenge that the organizers
acknowledged was increasing female participation at
events. Their estimates at events ranged from 5-12%
and they recognized the need to address the issue by
working with external organizations.

What Birdie has done in recent years is to invite
other actors who know the questions better than
ourselves, for example at the last Birdiewe
had Female Legends in place, we had an organization
called Queer & Nerdy and then was about the
inclusion of LGBTQ questions (P#4)

This narrative illustrates how the organizers are
purposely trying to make the Birdie LAN as open for
anybody that wants to participate. The visitors are at
the core of their focus. This helps to create a
community that leads to enough attendees to organize
LAN parties but also foster the Birdie feeling in the
long run. The vision is that visitors are engaged as part
of the community and years later that they are taking
their children to the LAN parties. Crucially it became
clear that our participants were acutely aware of the
dangers of Birdie becoming a closed group and that it
was not just for the more hardcore gamer.

It's just not for the video games, it's for the
community. And when people who are not that
interested in video games they're like, “Oh, I didn't
know you guys did that” and like that is one of the
benefits for the society. We're not just a bunch of
nerds. We're a bunch of different people with different
backgrounds, with all sorts of different ideologies. But
we all have the games in common, and then we take it
from there. Like we make friends and we're a place
that you can feel at home (P#2)

4.3. Negotiating Professionalism

Birdie LAN is a non-profit endeavor, which can
be said for the majority of local and regional LAN
parties. Still, though, it became evident that in recent
years and with the diffusion of the internet, that
barriers for participants to visit a LAN party has risen.
Consequently, it becomes an imperative to make a
great product that people want to participate in. The
pull of the Birdie culture may not be sufficient and,
therefore, the organizers have to become better and
make the LAN more entertaining. For our participants,
organizing the Birdie LAN for 1,000 attendees
annually represented a large commitment not only in
terms of hours and effort but also in optimization of
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the experience. The organizers need to have an
intrinsic motivation to become better and improve.

We want to still improve you know, yeah. We want
to get better, every year. And when people you know,
come up to me and say, "Hey, man, this was the best
Birdie ever, it was great, I had so much fun!" - the
reward is amazing. Because, you know, after every
Birdie, like 75% of the crew is like, "I'm done, this was
my last year" because you know, they're exhausted.
There's nothing left of them basically. And I used to be
one of those, like, "Ah fuck, this is my last year", but
I'm not anymore because I know when... a few months
afterwards, I just want to get started on the next one
because we're gonna have a list of things to improve
every year. And I just want to get going with that list
(P#06).

Beyond that, dedication and a spirit of work hard,
play hard, may not be sufficient to create a successful
LAN party. In addition, it is necessary to have the
appropriate skill sets to maintain a professional and
safe environment. Even though Birdie LAN is not a
commercial LAN party, there needs to be
professionalism from the organizers and the crew of
volunteers in terms of safety, security and
accessibility.

So it is a young culture that we are part of and
nurtures for it to be safe and secure for everyone to be
in place. As a parallel issue to this, we did a project
we called "LAN for everyone" at the latest Birdie
where we inventoried and produced a checklist for
how to make LAN more customized in terms of
Sfunctional impairments. Every year we have a small
number of participants and visitors who sit in a
wheelchair. It is a parallel to how we can engage and
involve more girls in LAN. It's the same thing there,
there are groups you can lift and include a lot more.
(P#4)

Parallel to this continuous negotiation of
professionalism, the ecosystem surrounding LAN
parties evolved. This can be seen especially with the
exponential rise of esports and the professionalization
of the esports scene. Esports teams demand more than
before, and, by that, make tournaments more serious,
leading to the interesting situation of serious leisure, in
which there are amateurs having fun meeting
professional esports teams.

So it is definitely challenging with the growing
seriousness of esports it is hard for us to keep up with
it. But so far I think we've managed and that's a lot
because we've changed our method in handling this.
Back in the days we mostly did all the tournaments by
ourselves and handled that by ourselves. And now
we're starting, you know, more collaborating with
other communities to outsource esports to different
communities and that's been working excellent so far.

Because these communities, they do this you know all
the time. So it's been really easy for us to have other
guys who help us and keep it, you know, top class
tournament to help us with sponsors and everything
and all the practical stuff. (P#6)

This is a sign of professionalism as they are out-
sourcing the task to experts in the field. And despite
being a small regional LAN, Birdie offers significant
prize pools which further increases pressure.

Birdie must be professional because it attracts so
many visitors and participants, and we have contests
with 100,000 (approx. 10,000 Euro) in the prize pool
for CS:GO (Counter Strike: Global Offensive). Then it
is clear that it implicitly demands that it is pretty
professional (P#4)

And the evolution of streaming and esports
further increases the pressure to be professional as
illustrated by the following example:

Streaming has become more important with times,
more and more people are streaming. Last year we
had almost a record in streaming, then the King of
Nordic at Birdie ended up on Twitch’s frontpage and
then suddenly we got 1.3 million viewers. (P#3)

Furthermore, with this general increase in interest
in esports and video games becoming more
mainstream, many non-endemic stakeholders become
interested in any video-game related events like LAN
parties. This development led to the situation that LAN
parties have to deal with an increasing range of
external stakeholders and balance the expectations of
a diverse range of stakeholders sufficiently.

And then now we have - in order for Birdie to stay
alive, we have to, you know, bring in newer
generations so younger people, and also we have
sponsors and collaborations, and in order to survive
as a non-profit LAN party. And you can't do those
stupid stuff anymore because as I said those are
considered scandals now. (P#6)

LAN parties have changed over time and the
interest in LAN parties has potentially increased with
the boom in esports. The barriers of LAN party
attendance increased due to the diffusion of high-
speed internet, meaning gamers needed more incentive
to be attracted from their comfortable home gaming
setup. Consequently, it is essential for any LAN party
to survive through constant improvement. This
improvement is mostly driven by the intrinsic
motivation of the unpaid organizers and production
team, which would be difficult to achieve without a
unifying culture like the Birdie feeling.

4.4. Learning, Adapting & Evolving

From the first low key gathering in 1993, the
Birdie LAN has evolved into an ongoing event that
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seeks to satisfy multiple stakeholders within multiple
technological, contextual and societal changes over a
span of nearly 30 years. As a result, our participants
have had to be receptive to change and demonstrate an
adaptability in translating new developments into the
event accordingly. All participants recognized these
needs and were receptive to ongoing learning to
deliver an optimal event. Despite the long legacy of
the event our participant recognized that Birdie LAN
needs to adjust in order to survive while staying as true
as possible to the original spirit of the event.

The Birdie feeling has also changed as we have
changed with the years, or so I would say. We still, you
know, value that Birdie feeling and nourish it. But it's
harder today I would say just because you can't do as
much stupid stuff anymore (P#6)

Thereby it becomes evident that many of the
participants have also changed and, especially, due to
the technological progress, the way gaming is
performed, the younger players may require different
things than in the 90s. It is essential for the success of
the LAN party, to identify these shifts in taste and
translate this knowledge into changes.

And I think in those days, people weren't as picky
as they are today. They just came for the fun, to meet
people and just have a crazy weekend. They didn't care
how things looked, how the organization was. They
just were interested in meeting their friends and
having fun and playing Quake and doing demos, you
know? (P#6)

This change in desires is also an important aspect,
that the organizers have to understand the evolution of
their core audience. There is a constant necessity to
seek for improvement. If the audience is becoming
more demanding, it is essential to deliver more.
Furthermore, improvements are demanded by other
audiences. Video games and especially LAN parties
and esports ecosystems struggle with gender
inequality. Although there are many female gamers,
they do not show up. Consequently, organizers have to
find ways to get more and diverse people involved.

We're working very hard on having a broader
participation, not just for someone 17 years old. And
also getting other groups included. It's, [ would say it's
definitely moved away from that (P#7)

The Birdie LAN is a striking example of a long-
standing LAN with a broad and deep history, however,
at the same time characterized by a constant evolution.
LAN parties have changed, the audience has changed
and, therefore, organizers have to learn and adapt to
evolve adequately towards these changes. Without the
drive to adapt and improve, any LAN party will
probably fade out over time and the Birdie legacy is
testament to the ambidexterity of the organizers.

4.5. Creating Sustainability through a Future
Orientation

The Birdie LAN represents the evolution of LAN
parties through to a longevity that reflects their focus
on the sustainability of their community and their role
in society. Underpinning all our participants responses
was a recognition that they were committed to the
long-term future of Birdie, the culture and the
community. The organizers implicitly understood that
a LAN party can have a role for the greater good
through contributing to regional society and the
development of a younger generation that may only
know the modern online gaming world. Early LAN
events were characterized by innovative aspects of
general computing such as the ‘demo’ scene where
attendees showcased their programming or tech
building skills and collaborated to share knowledge
and skills. The modern LAN organizers recognize the
value in these old school aspects of the LAN culture
and recognize the value it has had for modern Sweden.

But the programming part is still maybe the old
school stuff, you know, Chiptunes and stuff like that.
The number of contributions on those have been laying
quite stale for the last year. So we're trying to promote
the demo scene, to keep it alive and maybe even revive
it and get more people interested. So we're making big
efforts today in getting more people interested in the
demo scene. So for example, we have started a
collaboration with a school in Sweden, a high school
that focuses on media, graphics, video, programming,
etc. We're starting to collaborate with these to get
these kids into this because it's related to what they're
basically interested in, but maybe they haven't even,
you know, heard about the demo scene and seen what
it is, and how they can participate in it and learn from
it. (P#6)

This response highlights the view of the
organizers for their effect on society. This specific
case shows that they wunderstand their social
responsibility. This responsibility has shifted in the
LAN scene as they have become less sub cultural and
more mainstream. LAN parties can potentially be
drivers for change and can give back to their
community a on more visible scale but there is a
balance to be maintained between social and
commercial initiative.

There are people who want Birdie to become
commercial and [ really hope it never will. Other
larger LANs I have seen appearing to try to be over
500 people, they tried to be commercial at one time
and it failed. So this grassroots movement is needed to
teach LANers how to LAN. If you can rent the gym in
Knivsta and bring in 200 people and sit there for a
whole weekend, then you are [...] there. (P#5)
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LAN parties can drive change in their region, and
they can have an impact on the youth as well as on the
society as a whole. Still though, it is essential to stay
authentic for the core audience and stay true to the
Birdie feeling. One story in particular underlines how
the organizers view their potential impact on the
youth.

I actually remember there's this kid, he's like,
super cocky, extremely shitty behaviour sometimes.
But then he came, he had one of the computers from,
from the youth recreation centres and he started
playing Counter Strike. He was so good. He was super
good. And then he went up in a one versus one
tournament and he won. And I've never seen him so
proud. And it wasn't that he was proud because, oh,
I’'m better the y’all. It was he could be proud when he
realised that other people recognised him for being
good, because he could walk in the hallways and
someone said ‘hey that was that's the guy who won the
one versus one tournament’. And you just saw him
grow as a person because he got positive feedback,
that's what the kids are getting instead of falling like
into a criminal or falling into drugs, where they won'’t
get any positive feedback. They could come and do this
and they can be seen and they can be part of something
bigger (P#2)

The challenge is exploring new social endeavors
to reach a new young audience through leveraging the
existing audience experience. As participant #5 puts it

I think I have 10,000 hoursin LAN organizer
experience after all my years, there is so much
experience in how things work and how people act and
how to organize things that are not written down
somewhere that must be communicated in some
way . Only the big LANs have it and then only Birdie
and DreamHack are left in Sweden. But that
knowledge must somehow be shared (P#5)

When asked on how the future of LANS should
be maintained, all participants shared a similar
viewpoint on how the wider society and local
government shared in the responsibility for engaging
and sustaining this important real world experience for
the modern online teen gamer. Uppsala kommun
(government) is one of Birdie’s biggest backers in
terms of support both financial and other, which the
organizers appreciate. But they also recognize the
need to maintain this relationship and demonstrate the
value to their backers.

Last year we actually had the head of Uppsala
kommun and a lot of the high ranking party members
of different political parties in Uppsala kommun
visiting us. And we told them we're gonna have a case
mod competition, like they were like what's the case
mod? We had someone who actually made a square
standing freely balanced on one of the corners. And it

was just filled with honeycomb holes for ventilation
and the entire like computer bits was hanging fireely in
the middle of the computer. And they were in shocked
like “wait someone made this? Yeah, he did it by hand.
And that's how you engage people who are not into it
and honestly have a hard time understanding why
would you just sit to play and video games, like that's
not all we do! (P#2)

Birdie organizers recognize that they have to
demonstrate their value and actively work toward
ensure securing a future for the event.

5. Discussion

This study examined a noncommercial LAN from
the phenomenological perspective of the organizers
who dedicate their time and effort to an event for the
benefit others. In an era of ubiquitous online gaming
where esports and streaming have become
mainstream, the Birdie organizers remain committed
to delivering the best offline event they can annually.
Our use of IPA allowed us to gain insights into a
subculture of community builders who negotiate the
social interactions of those embedded in the culture of
gaming, computers and creativity. As our analysis
shows, LAN organizers in a non-profit context are
driven by a commitment to fostering a community
around a shared interest underpinned by a shared
vision of the LAN as important for their culture of
interest but also society as a whole. Local actors have
previously been characterized as building gaming
culture through cocreation of value while legitimizing
the context and developing institutions (McCauley, et
al., 2020). In the case of Birdie we find similar results,
albeit within a long-standing institution in which the
culture is maintained through a willingness to adapt
and grow while retaining the sense of community.

This sense of community is perhaps best
illustrated by the concept of that Birdie feeling. This
feeling has to be maintained in an era where live-
streaming platforms are designed and optimized to
engage gaming audiences to express and share their
emotions while watching (Lim, et al., 2020). Our
organizers seek to design and optimize the Birdie
experience to engage their audiences within the
‘Birdie feeling” while integrating elements such as
streaming that the newer audiences are conditioned to
expect. Similarly, the rise of esports has shifted
expectations of the audience in terms of the quality and
design of the experience. LANs represent the optimal
testing ground for ambitious young players to compete
in front of an audience (Scholz, 2019) and Birdie
organizers must balance the competitive scene with
the casual attendee within a shared culture of fun. This
provides one example of how a gaming community
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around esports is formed (Cranmer, et al., 2021) in that
Birdie represents the rare example of a gaming
community that nearly 30 years has continued to exist
and mature throughout the evolution of gaming itself.
Here we present a community that has grown through
the organizer’s sense of responsibility for building and
maintaining the culture of fun that is uniquely
encapsulated as that ‘Birdie Feeling’.

Birdie organizers are community builders that
seek to drive inclusion within the LAN event itself but
also for gaming culture within wider society itself.
Research has emphasized the need for society,
including parents and educators, to be more familiar
with risks and opportunities of modern games in order
to ensure more positive outcomes for the children that
play them. The Birdie LAN represents the best of both
these worlds. It offers a platform for younger
audiences to engage with others in an offline setting
allowing them both to benefit from social interaction
while also integrating within the positive aspects of
gaming culture. Further the role of Birdie as an
educational tool for visitors, parents and society
cannot be underestimated and they embrace this
responsibility.

Even though Birdie LAN is a traditional LAN
party, the case still highlights a core problem of
gaming and esports, a male dominance and potential
barriers to entry for females. There are ongoing issues
over gender, identity, and inclusion within the broader
cultural context of gaming (Cote, 2020) and while
there are female visitors and participants, our sample
consists of only male organizers given the identity of
the current board and project group. This may be due
to the long history and the male foundation of Birdie
LAN, but still could be a danger for the long-term
sustainability and the perception of social
responsibility of Birdie LAN.

Females tend to experience more barriers to
engaging in gameplay such as toxic online
communities or gendered leisure constraints (Orme,
2021). Cyber aggression towards women in games
remains an issue with research advocating the
inclusion and normalization of the presence of women
within gaming environments as one method to negate
this cultural issue in the long term (Jagayat & Choma,
2021). Female LAN attendees report feeling out of
place when so many attendees are male (Cote, 2020).
Female Legends are a Swedish non-profit that works
towards building a more inclusive culture for female
and non-binary in gaming. Through working directly
with Female Legends to support female attendees, the
Birdie organizers demonstrate that the LAN is a
valuable resource for developing prosocial behaviors.
Where as increasingly we are understanding how the
online game environment can encourage offline

prosocial behavior the Birdie LAN can be seen as
encouraging prosocial behavior that can potentially be
transferred back to the online environment. This
commitment to maintaining a positive gaming culture
and building inclusiveness is one of the key arguments
for the importance of the modern LAN.

6. Future Research

This study represents the first stage of a
longitudinal study. Stage two of the research will
consist of re-interviewing the participants to reflect on
the impact on the community and challenges of
moving the event online. How has the community,
event and role of organisers been impacted due to the
disruption by Covid and the move to three consecutive
online events? Stage three will occur in 2023 with
planned observational studies at the next live event
followed by a final round of interviews. How has the
experience of the pandemic influenced the organizers
understanding of the role of LANs?

7. Conclusion

LAN parties have a long history and were, for a
long time, a major driving growth factor and formative
driver for the game culture that pervades the online
world today. This role has changed in the recent years,
with more further disruption by the pandemic. In
contrast to the beginning of LAN parties where
technological barriers were the main driving force,
LAN parties after the pandemic could help to create
some form of social belonging and consequently
communities will have a crucial role in this. The Birdie
LAN is, thereby, a useful example for exploring this
LAN culture, as it has a long history as well as a quite
extensive evolution. Birdie LAN has evolved
alongside game culture but still has a Birdie feeling
that is rooted in long-standing LAN traditions. This
paper fills a gap in the lack of research on LAN parties
in recent years such as the growth of esports,
developments such as streaming and the impact of an
enforced digitalization through the pandemic.
Understanding the impact of LAN parties on
communities from a longitudinal perspective will
provide insights on the role of video games in the
digital society. Even though, people do not need to
participate at LAN parties to play their hobby, the
Birdie Feeling shows highlights the social dimension
of LAN parties and reveals the importance of such
“analog” anchors in a digital society.
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