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GAMERella Podcast E02

Sean Walton — Climate Jam, Wales
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0:27

0:42

1:09
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Welcome to the GAMERella Podcast. I'm Desirée De Jesus, and
in this episode, I talk with Sean Walton, educator, game designer
and co-founder of Pill Bug Interactive about learning from
failure, using games to communicate the complexities of climate
change and his path through academia to game making and

alternative Game Jam organizing in Wales.

Sean, welcome to the GAMERella Podcast. I'm so excited to
have you join us. We’re really great fans of your work on climate
change and alternative game jams. So why don’t you introduce

yourself to our audience?

Thanks so much. So my name is Sean Walton. I’'m an academic
at Swansea University in Wales in the UK, in computer science.
And so I am an academic, I’'m an educator really. I have been a
teacher. [ was a school teacher then I became a kind of university
academic lecturer. And also, I do a bunch of game stuff like on

the side for fun.

Love it. So as I was looking at your bio, I noticed something

mentioned as Pill Bug Interactive. What’s Pill Bug Interactive?

So Pill Bug Interactive is like a super tiny game studio that I
founded so many years ago, I can’t remember. Like, 2018-2016?

I didn’t even know. A while ago. It’s me and my friend Dave,
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who is also an academic in creative writing. And so far we’ve
released three commercial games, the most recent, which is a
making it home, a vehicle building game, where you’re a ladybug
with family problems trying to get home in time for her

daughter’s birthday.

How did you come up with that one?

It was our third game. What we noticed with our second game
was we couldn’t get streamers to cover it. It was kind of an arcade
game called cycle 28. We’re proud of it. It’s small, tiny. But I
think it was one of those, like, it was hard to pinpoint a type of
person who would like it. It’s like, “Do you like fun? Well, then
you are probably going to like this.” So when we looked on
YouTube, and everyone’s playing building games, and so we had
this idea of let’s make a building game where you build this
vehicle as you’re traveling somewhere. And then from that we
kind of like to... Because Dave is a writer. So Dave, he writes
novels, and is in academic creative writing, so we’re always kind
of thinking of a story. And then we kind of got to this idea of a
journey. And then I think it came from like, we just met an artist.

And we were like, “What do you like drawing?” We asked her.

You’ were just vibing.

Yeah. And so she was like, “Kind of just like playing with the
idea of some bugs.” And we were like, “What about a ladybug?”

And then it kind of went from there. But we realized, of course,
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that having bugs in your game is probably a silly thing and that
not many people... There aren’t many Ladybug games out there,

it turns out.

No. But that’s one of the things that makes it unique. I was
wondering with the ladybug, was their interest in bugs in general.
I guess, very silly question but just thinking about Pill Bug

interaction as well.

Yeah, that was the other thing. I think it was like the bug thing is
almost a theme by mistake or by accident. And the other problem

with Ladybug is then Lady Bird in England.

That’s what I was thinking. Yeah.

And with our initial marketing, everyone was like, “What’s a

Lady Bir?”. So we had to kind of switch to Ladybug.

So what’s the gaming scene like where you are?

Where I am, I suppose it is important to say first... So in Cardift.
I’m based in Cardiff, near Cardiff, even though I work at
Swansea University in Wales. And it’s quite small, I think would
be fair to say. There’s kind of two big studios that I can think of
Wales interactive, and tiny rebel games. Tiny rebel games also
make amazing beer. They started a brewery which is a great
story. They started out making games. Now they make beer as

well. Lots of...

But they go well together.
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Yeah. And all their beers are based... a lot of them are based on
characters from games. So they’ve got a peach sour, from

Princess Peach. And then they have Hadouken for Street Fighter.

Oh, wow.

But super nice beer. And so it’s those two kind of main studios.
And then the rest is really... There’s this kind of core community
of both people who play games and kind of... It’s all based a lot
around the universities and the students. And there’s University
of South Wales with a really good, well respected games course.
And a lot of the academics there, they’ve put a lot of work along
with some community groups, the arcade vaults, which is this
kind of community... I can’t remember the name of it, the legal
term but they are not for profit. They are a community interest
group; I think is what it’s called. And they run a thing called
Games Wales. And they have a space in Cardiff. They run events

there, which has been this really nice kind of warm group.

So there’s a welcoming community?

Absolutely. Yeah. I always tell my students you should totally
join and go along to a meet up, and just kind of get to know
people. I think we’ve always felt it but when we launched our
second game, it totally bombed. And we didn’t sell many copies
whatsoever. And like many people in our situation, at the time, it
was very... It’s still very hard to sell games. And kind of the way

the community rallied around us, we were not expecting and we
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had ... It wasn’t just the other game creators, but they were these
game groups of players. So there were, when we released the
game on Nintendo Switch, there’s the most amazing community
of people who play Nintendo, and they invited us to one of their
sessions. They’re like, “Guys come along. We’re getting
together.” And they do this every month. And it was just seeing
this age range of... There were people, probably 11-12 year olds
being dropped off by their parents right up to people, kind of
older than us. And it’s just really nice to be a part of that. And to
see how excited they were that, “Hey, you’re here. You live here.
And you’re making games and I bought your game, because you

live near us.”

Well, you’re casting this vision, right? You’re showing that game
making is something that’s accessible. And I know for myself, |
kind of fan girl a bit when I meet someone who’s worked on a
game that I’ve enjoyed. You just feel like it’s this chance meeting
with like this brilliant, and talented individual. So I completely
get that. I am curious, though, you were saying that the game
bombed yet you were experiencing this great support from people
who were enjoying the game. Do you know why it bombed? How

are you thinking of the word bombed here?

Yeah. That’s an amazing question that we are always asking
ourselves. Because the one thing we’re still not quite sure on as
kind of Pill Bug; what is success for us. Because Pill Bug doesn’t

make enough money to pay the rent. It’s a side hustle. So for us,
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I guess bombed was just not selling many copies. It’s almost
embarrassing. There was a feeling I get like that was... I guess,
that’s the real feeling of, I remember feeling at the time is feeling
embarrassed of spending... One of the things when you’re
marketing a game or something, I guess, with everything you
have to kind of always put on this outer appearance that things
are going great. And you have to be like, we’re doing amazing,

and then you just don’t sell many copies.

Well, you want to instill confidence in what you’re doing. Right?

Yeah.

Of course. So if we could backtrack just a bit, how did you
become involved in gaming? What was that moment where you

were like, yes, I love this?

There’s kind of a couple of moments. The first one is when my
parents bought me an Atari ST when I was like - I don’t know -

eight or something. Right?

Do you still have it?

No. We sold it at some point to someone. But I keep thinking...
We stream, and I keep meaning to... The thing I remember about
it, is that the Atari, for the listeners who don’t know, probably
more people have heard of the Amiga than the Atari ST butit’s a
very UK platform that didn’t really make it elsewhere. And so if
you think about it, you can kind of say it’s an Amiga, right? And

I remember the box and on the back there’s screenshots of all the
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games you could get for this thing. And I remember, just
imagining many of the games, I never even tried or bought, but
just imagining what those games would be and what they would
be like to play. And I keep meaning to find a picture of that box
and then on an emulator play through all those games to see if

my childhood imagination was anything like what they were.

You should do it. I completely support that.

Yeah, it’s on my list of trying to figure out Atari emulation. And
the thing I remember is... For those who don’t know, it basically
was like a massive gray keyboard with a disk drive on the side
that you plugged into your TV, and a joystick with one button
sort of thing. And what my dad would do is - I didn’t know where
he got them from, but he’d always come home with a box of
floppy disks that would just be random games and stuff. And so
thinking about it now, it’s almost like just browsing. It’s almost
like getting a game jam. It’s almost like getting all those games
from a game jam where you have this big pile of them that you’re
just playing through. And I would do just put a game in and play
the first 10 minutes and then get stuck or whatever. And I think
that’s when I really got into it and then started design... Not... |
guess, I think a lot of people who played games did it. It’s like,
I’d get graph paper and kind of design games on graph paper.
And me and my friends would be like, “Oh, let’s design a bunch

of these levels and send it to some company.” I can’t remember

Page 7 of 43



166

167

168

169

170

171

172

173

174

175

176

177

178

179

180

181

182

183

184

185

186

187

188

189

Desirée De Jesus:

Sean Walton:

Desirée De Jesus:

10:27

10:27

11:46

it. The people who did Lemmings, I remember. I can’t remember

what they’re called, but...

So you mailed them?

No, we never did. But we’d kind of like make these things and |
guess we didn’t. I remember as well buying I guess a disc that
had Visual Basic on it or something, or some programming
language, and then thinking that I’d make... Because [ had no idea
as an eight-year-old how you made games. And buying it, I’d be
like, “Oh, I can’t do this.” Like, I don’t know what this is or how
to even start. So then kind of just, I guess, forgot about making
games for a while and then just played them and enjoyed them.
And then the other moment was actually a lot further, more
recently, when I was a teacher. So this was maybe 11-12 years
ago, and there was a year where a bunch of games came out that
really changed the way I looked at games. And those games were
the original Mass Effect, BioShock, and Portal. I think it was the
first Portal. It was that same year that all those games came out
at the same time. And the thing about all those games, and the
thing that Mass Effect, kind of I realized was how attached you
got to the characters versus a TV show, or a film. I guess back
then that was before now TV shows that have kind of almost
overtaken film in a way in my mind, in people-- But back then it

was kind of very much comparable to a film.

It’s debatable.
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Yeah?

But for sure, there’s this emotional connection that you’re having
with these characters is quite unique, the things that you

mentioned.

Yeah. And I think a lot of it is about the length of time that those
characters could grow compared to and watching a two-hour
film. It was like thinking you just can’t do this in a film. I think
BioShock it was the... The thing that I got with BioShock, that is
the way I remember realizing there was a point in the game where
I was feeling something, and I was really feeling it and thinking
it and thinking, “Why?” And a few hours later, it revealed that,
that feeling was clearly designed. There’s a reveal BioShock that
I... And I was like, “Oh!” So they were deliberately making me
feel that way through very clever game design. And that’s what I
found really fascinating, was that idea of designing a feeling, like
designing an experience to make someone feel a thing. And how
on earth you even begin to do that. And I think that’s where [ was
like, “I need to do something in games.” I need to know how to

do this. I need to make games, basically.

What do you think it is about feeling that is special as you’re

playing a game, versus maybe not being as emotionally invested?

Something I’ve been thinking about the past month or so, maybe
a bit longer, is I’ve been just bouncing off games. Really just start

trying to play something and just maybe playing for an hour or
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two and just bouncing off it. And I think it comes down to that.
I’ve been bouncing off games that haven’t made me feel anything
or haven’t given me a chance or the space to do that. I think it’s
about the player agency and the idea that you have choice and so
that’s something you can explore and you can use that to make
people feel different things. So a game that’s been really
profound for me is a game called Outer Wilds. That game has
made me think about grief in a completely new way. And that
through my own actions in a very strange way and in a very
clever way. And then the cleverest thing about it, is it does it so
well. And then there was that they had a DLC that released this
year. And they just went and did it again, right? So that they-- |
just went through the whole thing, and it’s like, you’ve got me
again. You made me... I knew and still you did it. Compared to
like, 1 think games that have to be because of the amount of
money they cost to make, they have to make them so focus
groups that actually, it’s your lead. You’re very much like go to
the big tower, climb up the tower, push the button, here are a
bunch of icons on the map, and now you do all this. Then this is
always going back to the film of like - There’s nothing wrong
with that. And I’'m not saying that one is better on the other - But
for what I’'m looking for, it appears to be an interactive thing. But
really, it’s a very tailored, designed thing but not in that same

way that of designing a series of emotions but designing a, you’re
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going to see this, then you’re going to see this, then you’re going

to see this.

Yeah, it’s guiding you along a different path of engagement. So
I’m hearing about the ways that games have kind of prompted
you to think more deeply about what it means to play games,
what it means to not so much experience yourself, but to have
kind of a clear understanding of things outside of games, like
grief, as you just mentioned. So even though when you were
younger, you and your friends were kind of playing around and
designing levels, what led you to kind of take that leap or that
step to say, “You know what? I actually want to make games.”
How did you make that transition? Or is it something that was
kind of always playing in the back of your mind? Like, oh, I
would have done this differently, or maybe this level should have

had this, that would have made the game so much better.

I guess it’s always been in my mind, right? So it’s always been
kind of thinking about, “I have the skill set, I think to do this.”
Which was actually I was wrong about that. I was a programmer.
Games are way more than programming, is the thing that I’ve
learned. And the programming, as I would often say, is, “It’s a
thing, but it’s definitely not the most important thing in making
games.” And people often think it is. So I’d been thinking a lot
about, “I should have the skill set to do this, so why don’t I just
try it.” And the thing that actually made me do it was not a happy

thing. So I’d suffered from chronic pain for a while and I needed
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something to take my mind off it. And so I was like, “Why don’t
I make a game? Why don’t I learn how to make a game?” And
so I did a Udemy course or something, like how to make a
JavaScript game sort of thing. And I made this ridiculous... |
wouldn’t even call it a game. It’s was an ecosystem evolution

simulation thing.

I’m so curious.

Yeah. And I embarrassingly called it Waltania. It was a silly
thing. And it looked horrible. And it was like, whatever. It was a
mess. It was an absolute mess with a 100 menus and you create
animals and plants. And the idea is that you’re trying to get these
things to evolve, and for a stable ecosystem. And stuck it on
Reddit. And it did really well. And lots of people... To the point

where someone broke it.

That’s amazing.

And it was like, “Wow.” And I guess this was around Minecraft
time. So when Minecraft was like, “I’'m just sending some
random guy, some money into his PayPal account to play this
game.” And so this idea of kind of early access, I guess was just
starting to be a thing or this idea of paying, or just giving a
donation to some random person. And so I put on a PayPal like,
“Hey, do you want to support this game?”” and someone gave me
20 quid. And I was like, “Oh, someone’s given me money for a

thing I made. This is incredible.” And then from that point
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onwards, I was like... I think I kind of didn’t do it for a while. I
was doing my PhD at the time so that was quite intense. And as
you know, it kind of went to the side. But then a bit later, another
not very nice thing happened. I was kind of... In academia, jobs
are often quite short term. And I was a researcher at the time. And
so I was coming to the end my contract. It was going to be very
redundant. And I was like, “Do you know what? I need to get
back into making games. I’m just going to learn unity and make
something.” And I remade that game in unity in 3D. And put it
on itch.io for free, but pay what you want. And at some point, I
was like, “I have $100.” People had been paying, and I have a

$100. I could pay someone to do some music. And so I did that.

They believed in you. I love it.

Yeah. And then this one person, this small streamer on Twitch,
streamed the game. And they were like, “What are the best free
games on Itch Sort of thing. And they said that my game was the

best free game on Itch.

Oh my goodness.

And they said, “Oh, he should totally put this on Steam.” I was
like, “Oh, should I?” And I tried. And I did. And then I had to
start a company because I’'m on Steam. And then the steam
launch went really well. And so it kind of built from there. That

was the kind of journey to making games, I guess.
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Yeah. So starting out of that season where you were exploring
ways of, I guess, managing different life experiences and then
seeing such a positive reaction from people. Wow, that must have
just been really encouraging and kind of affirming. Like, yeah,

this is something I’'m supposed to be doing.

It felt like it was something I was good enough to keep doing, I
guess. I’m not trying to like... That always sounds really kind of
cringe when I said that. But there was a feeling of people were
encouraging me and still do. And it still blows my mind. It
absolutely... Like there’s a lot of negativity. There’s a lot of
negativity, particularly the first game. I mean, there’s angry
people on the internet and they are going to be angry at you for
no reason. And that’s a downer, which isn’t actually that’s kind
of... It’s more than a downer. It’s very serious, but we still have.
Like we have a small community but so many studios. It’s a small
community of people who want us to succeed and that’s really
weird. It’s amazing and it’s strange. We have a Patreon and
people pay money to us every month and it’s amazing. And |
realize Dave my business partner he doesn’t understand why
people do it. And I realized, I pay in a bunch. I have a bunch of
Patreon patrons that I’'m paying, however much a month and
some of the stuff, I don’t even consume their content. It’s just
nice. People just want to be supportive of each other and there

seem to be people who can, that do and that’s really nice.
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But it also means that you are making a difference for people.
There’s something that you’re doing that’s resonating with

people on some deep level for them to give money. Right?

Yeah, it is. And I remember, there was once... So I said, our
second game bombed, right? Really didn’t do well. But the thing
I always look back to, this is something that nothing is going to
take away, there’s a video someone did of the game. And this is
a guy who did a video of our first game. And I think that’s another
thing that’s great. And you can do a video of any game, and it’s
better to do a popular game because you can get more views. But
people who take the time-- Yeah, a YouTube, yeah it was a play
through on... So this was kind of before Twitch became the kind
of main way that people do that sort of thing; let’s play. So this
was kind if when YouTube Let’s Play’s was the big thing. And
he did a video of cyber 28. And even though he almost was in
tears, for how much it reminded him of a time in his childhood.
And I was like, “Wow, that’s like a thing that we made, had an
emotional effect on this person that I never going to meet.” But
still messaged me on Twitter every now and again, or likes a
tweet every now and again, or is trying to support by telling

people, “Go check out their stuff.”

That’s amazing.

Yeah.
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So then how did you make the shift from making games to then

helping other people make games?

So what ended up happening, so I was getting made redundant
from my research position, and it was to the point you're like,
very... I mean, I was really lucky. I only ended up being
unemployed for about a week. And I ended up getting this
lectureship position that I’ve got now. So had plans for like,
“Right, okay...” Because I used to be a teacher, so I was like,
“Okay, I can do some supply. That’ll pay the bills. I’'m going to
really push on this game stuff because people seem to be liking
it. I made this much money a month. Maybe I can do it. It’s an
opportunity. Losing my job is an opportunity.” Again, incredibly

privileged to be able to say that...

But it was an opportunity to pivot.

Yes, it was an opportunity to reassess and change and do
something else. But I didn’t. I got the job. And so I got this job
as an academic in a computer science department whereas, before
I was in engineering. So I was like, “Huh”. In the department I
was in, when [ was doing my PhD, I was very much told... So the
thing was academia, for your listeners who don’t know, kind of
this idea of academia in a way simplified is, you’re trying to build
a profile for yourself, to say, “I’m a world leading researcher, so
hire me in your university and everything.” So, I was always told,

you’ve got to pick an area and stick to it and be like, this is your
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niche. My niche was mesh generation, and computational fluid
dynamics, and I love it. And it’s still kind of my niche. And
actually, that is good advice despite what I’'m about to say, which
is, when I moved to computer science, there was very much...
The person who was in charge of the department of the college
of science, who is a computer scientist himself, was very much...
And this blew me away in the job interview. He said, as I was
talking... They ask you things like, “Oh, yeah, what are you going
to do? What kind of research you’re going to do?”” And he just
stopped and he said, “Right, I’'m sick of your research. I put you
in a room with this guy and this guy, what are you going to do?”

And what was amazing...

That’s a curveball. That’s so--

Yeah, and I stopped, and I kind of almost said to him, “You’re
telling me I can do what I want?” And so then he told me
afterwards that the reason he gave me the job was not because I
had a good answer, but because clearly, | was excited by the fact
he’d ask that. And so they were very much encouraging us to
move out of our areas and kind of try other things. And so I was
like, “Okay, well, one area, I can move out into games
somehow.” And so I started a three or four-year plan that
eventually led to me getting a module where I teach game
development now to students in the department. Which I think is
one of my proudest achievements of political wrangling around

the university to eventually get made that happen. So I kind of
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got into teaching it through that kind of route of like, “Okay, well,
my day job is an educator so I can kind of bring the outside stuff
n.”

But that was really... Not even sure what the word is. Surprising,

unlikely, magical, kind of encounter to be given that space, to

then...

Yeah.

Wow. That’s incredible.

Yeah, really again, really lucky and kind of privileged to be in
that situation where it could do that. [ mean, it wasn’t a great
career move. In terms of academia, it wasn’t a good career move.
I should have stuck with my niche. And I’ve had to kind of go
back to my niche because actually, there isn’t much accepting of
people switching subjects, it turns out. It’s very hard to kind of
enter a new subject. And there’s a lot of gatekeepers, you have to
kind of navigate. And for the most part, I think the games
research areas really, actually been incredibly supportive,
compared to me trying to get into other subjects. But also, more
internally at the university, I think they want... I’d have been
better off if I’d just stuck with the CFD, right? And really

concentrated on that.

Better in terms of?

Money. Promotion. All this kind of like career progression.
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But on the other hand, you are kind of being fulfilled by the work

you’re doing, right?

Mmm.

And that counts for something.

Yeah, I think that is ultimately that I’'m motivated to do what I’'m

doing.

Yeah. It’s such a tension, isn’t it? Something that we have to kind
of figure out, what’s worth kind of pursuing in that institutional
aspect, versus the pieces that really help you feel alive and like
you’re making a difference in the world. So if we could switch

gears a bit to talk about climate jam.

So climate jam was a game jam, we ran in 2018, where we
wanted developers to make games to communicate the
complexities of climate change. And where it came about from
actually follows on straight from the conversation I had in that
interview, which was... So I started as an academic and there as
part of... So something that is run in Wales is something called
the Welsh Crucible. And it’s a quite intense Academic
Leadership Development Program. And the idea is they get
people from lots of early career academics together, and they
train them in all the kinds of like, how to be an academic sort of

stuff, and...

All the important stuff.
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Yeah, and really like... I mean, that whole thing was such a
profoundly... My life... It completely changed me in a lot of ways.
It was a very powerful experience. It’s where I met Dave, who is
my business partner now. I met him on the Welsh Crucible. And
it’s where I met the people who we organized climate jam with.
And so the way the thing was structured was, there was a bunch
of different events throughout the year, and we’d all travel away
and all be locked in a hotel together, right? And do a bunch of
stuff. In the first one we all kind of talked about what our research
area was. We had to do a PechaKucha, that kind of like three-
minute automatic moving slides. I just launched the first game
for Pill Bug and that was in my mind. I was like, “Do you know
what? Screw it. I’'m not going to talk about... I’'m just going to
talk about games.” I can talk about... I think I kind of mentioned
some CFD at some point, but mainly talked about the games. And
so then what happened was all throughout that event, lots of
academics in different areas, were kind of coming up to me and
saying, “Do you know what? I think it’d be great you to make a

29 9

game about “insert my area of research here”.

Of course.

Right? Which happens a lot. It happens a lot. I don’t know if
people who ask that realize how much it happens. But sometimes
I do say... Sometimes I’ve said yes, and it’s gone okay. But in
this case, what really got me was... So David, David Reynolds,

who is a different David to the one that I ended up going into
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business with. So he’s a climate scientist. And he was very much
very worried about as were all the geographers and all the climate
scientists at that event, very worried about climate change. Like
all. If you speak to any academic in that area, and they will tell
you how worried they are. And particularly at that time, the thing
that was really worrying was the public perception and how
wrong it was. And how a lot of people didn’t understand climate
science, because it is hard. It’s understandable. And the thing that
they found was that a lot of people thought that scientists
themselves didn’t agree on it, which is not true. Well, other than
scientists always... I think people don’t understand that scientists
can disagree and that’s part of science in a way and so they
perceive that as well, “They don’t know what’s going on. So how

can they tell me to stop---?”’

Right, that everyone’s supposed to agree for it to be true.

Yes. Exactly. So what we ended up doing was we made a team,
so that this whole event at the end, you could apply for some
money. And we met a group of people who we had... So me as
the person who kind of knows about making games, David who
is the climate scientist, and then lots of other people who were
involved who were more psychologists. There was quite a lot of
us. There’s was I think nine in total. And a lot of these people |
worked with, I’ve worked with afterwards on different projects,
and it’s been amazing. And to meet people that have a very

similar mindset. So like Sarah Dorson and she works in how
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children learn through play. So that’s obviously very relevant to
kind of educational games and those sorts of things. So we talked
about the idea. David was like, “We can totally make a game
about climate change.” Because that makes sense. We could
simulate it, and stuff. And that was like the one, I was like, “Yeah,
no, this is an important thing to do.” This is compared to...
Everyone’s research is important to them. And that’s important,
right? Otherwise, they won’t be doing it but it felt like that was
like a priority. If I had time to work with someone it was going

to be the climate change person, I think.

Also, the real world connections are very pressing. There’s
something that’s immediate, that people can see as being

relevant.

Yeah, exactly. And I think part of that whole thing is going back
to what we were saying before about this tension between doing
something where you feel fulfilled, and you’re doing something
good, versus doing the thing that’s going to get you lots of
money. And the thing that’s going to get the money, what I was
doing was designing things for aecrospace companies that create
a lot of carbon so there was also probably that tension going on
in my head that actually I had a research grant making better jet
engines. And to be fair, some of that, and now a lot of my work
is in aerospace, but to do with things like wind turbines and trying

to reduce the carbon footprint of things.
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Right. So kind of that melding of those two areas for you.

Exactly. And so as a group we kind of talked about... We started
out with this idea of we’re going to make a game. And then at
some point, we decided that with this idea of having a game jam.
We didn’t really understand how games can be used to educate.
Lots of people who’ve done research in the area. And it’s still

actually quite an unknown area, in a lot of ways.

It’s developing.

Yeah. And so we thought, “Well, wouldn’t it be great if we had
a whole bunch of different games with different mechanics that
we could compare? And see if we could figure out what are the
kind of most effective mechanics for changing people’s minds.”
And we thought, a really good way of getting a lot of people to
come up with a lot of ideas is a game jam. And so we ended up
applying for a grant to fund it. And an important thing, for me, as
the person who’s involved already in the kind of games
community in Wales and stuff is, feeling like the people who
entered the game jam would get something out of it financially.
Because I think very explicitly, we should apply for money
because it feels a bit like we’re asking for free labor in a way.
We’re saying, “Hey, go make these games for us. And then we
can just go do our research paper, and you can go away and do

whatever.” We didn’t want to be like that.

Right. Extractive.
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Yeah. And the kind of thing we wanted to do with it is we said...
Firstly, we had some prizes. And we kind of valued those prizes
at how much a unity license costs. So we tried to have it relevant
to game developers. So we had these prizes, but then also, we
said, “And at the end of it, anyone who’s interested, if you’ve
made a really good prototype, we can help you apply for money
from an educational grant.” Because grant writing is our thing.
That’s what we do, right? So we can help you apply for grants to
get money to make these into bigger games. We don’t want you

to just do this and then stop.

I mean, if I was participating in a game jam, that’s like gold,
having that opportunity to take something that you’ve made and
make it even better, like to have money to do it so it’s not just
that kind of side hustle. Maybe someone will give you money

through as a patron.

So no one actually took us up on that.

What?

Yeah. So a few things happened.

Are you kidding me?

No. I think people... There were a few... There was some
definitely good... And there are some really good prototypes too.

I was really surprised. But no, no one did.
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Well, why do you think that is? Do you think maybe that people
were still thinking about it as just something that was fun to do

versus this as a potential career path?

I think you’ve got it there that to be honest. I think that’s it.
Because this was a research project for us, we actually did some
surveys with the participants before and afterwards. And so we
got some pretty good data on what their motivations were for
doing it. And for most people, the motivations were to make a
fun game. Like the motivation wasn’t the climate change aspects
so much, even though there were a few notable exceptions. But I
think there’s a double thing of either game designer who if it was
a career, they didn’t want to make educational games. So they
didn’t want to lock themselves into that sort of contract,
potentially, if they apply for money. And the other one is, like
you said, it’s not a career, I’m just doing this for fun. It’s a hobby.
And there is a scary... I realize as well now, even me and Dave,
we think, “Well, why are we not selling lots of copies? And it’s
because we don’t have enough money to market these games. So
why don’t we go to a publisher?” And then we think, “Well, if
we go to a publisher, we’ve suddenly got that pressure of
someone else paying money for it.” So then we’ve got deadlines,
then we’ve got this other stuff that actually I’ve got enough
deadlines. I don’t need to have more deadlines in my life. So

maybe that could have been also the thought. But I do think it
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was important that we offered it. And I’'m glad we did, even

though no one took us up on it.

So I was reading that climate jam was described as a slow jam.

What’s a slow Jam? Why did you make that decision?

So a slow jam... And I’'m not sure if it’s actually a term. I can’t

remember if I found out that there was a term or we just made it
up.
I think of slow jams with music.

So most game jams, to my knowledge at the time, happen in a
very short space of time over a weekend. And I have confusing
feelings about how that is encouraging crunch culture. And is that
a good thing to tell people, it’s okay to work all night and have
pizza in aroom? And are we actually breeding that culture that is
so negative in game development? I’m not necessarily saying we
are. I just have confused... Even at work, when we do things
where we get the students to do Google hackathons. And we buy
a bunch of pizza, and they stay there all night. And it’s like,
“Well, we’re encouraging that negative behavior that
programmers are associated with.” So a Slow Jam takes... We
said that you have a month to make it. And so the reason was we
didn’t want to exclude anyone based on they can’t just spend a
weekend doing it. And even personally, I don’t enter game jams
and largely because of that. Maybe if I was 20, something, if I

was younger, and had no responsibility...

Page 26 of 43



620

621

622

623

624

625

626

627

628

629

630

631

632

633

634

635

636

637

638

639

640

641

642

643

Desirée De Jesus:

Sean Walton:

Desirée De Jesus:

Sean Walton:

37:42

38:15

38:15

38:22

Unencumbered completely. Yeah, but I get what you mean.
Yeah, it’s something that we’ve been doing with GAMERella
that Gina feels strongly about is making sure that people work
within a particular schedule, so there’s space for fun and
interaction, and rest, because rest is such an important part of who
we are as human beings. And that’s something that I really
appreciated about GAMERella’s approach is really honoring the

whole person, and not kind of making you just a game maker.

Yeah.

But yes, please continue. So slow jam, so it was spread out over

a month. So people could come in as they needed.

Yes. And it was completely remote as well. And this is kind of
one of the downsides of doing it that way where it sounds like,
the way Gina’s organized it, is with a schedule, where people
come... That seems a much more sensible way of doing it.
Whereas because and this is just kind of the way I’'m wired, and
my teaching style is very hands off. And I’'ll show you the door,
and you walk through it sort of thing. And we’ve got a month, so
you know how to do it, you can organize your time. And I think
that lack of structure, meant we had quite a high drop off rate,
even though there were still quite a few games. There were a lot
of games submitted. So 50 people said they were going to do it,
and then about 12 people actually did it. So I think some more

structure and a physical... We were going to do a physical event
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too, for many reasons we couldn’t pull it off. We were going to
have a physical location for people who were in Cardiff, for
example. Because it was global. We kind of opened it up to

anyone.

And where were these people coming in from?

All over the place. I think we had someone from like, every
continent. It was in the paper we’d written all the different
demographics, but we had like a wide range of people which is
good. And that was the aim of doing it slowly and over a long
time and remotely, it was to get this big range of people and
different participants and different ages and that I think we
succeeded from that point of view, but then having that long
length of time people just kind of trail off and there wasn’t a... I
don’t think we did a very good job of building community around
the game jam. Games were made but no one knew anyone else
that was even doing it. It was very separate, and I think that’s a
limitation. And it’s really hard to do that online. Like I’ve

managed it once maybe to make that work.

And what did you do to make it work? What was the thing that

made it work?

Well, so I think it was the context. So this was a game jam I ran
early on in the pandemic. So I am an Academic Lecturer in
computer science, and every year we would get together. And the

third years, will go to a kind of residential, where they will say,
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“This is what I’'m doing for my project.” And we’d have a
physical game jam with hardware, this Arduino board, an old
Gameboy. It’s super neat thing. They’ve got a screen with four
or five pixels on or something. And so I said, “I’ll run a game
jam online for them instead.” And so I think just... It was short.
It was one that would be kind of a crunch jam, I guess. Well, no,
I gave a schedule. I did actually give them a schedule. And I said,
“You should between this time and this time work on your
game.” And I was like, “If you want to do outside of that, I’'m not
going to stop you. But this is when...” Like I put... I did exactly...
So they had a time and I set up a discord. And I set them all up
in groups. But to be honest, I think that Game Jam because it was
in the pandemic, and it was early in the pandemic, it was more
people got together to just be together at a difficult time. And the
Game Jam was almost secondary. But it was a really nice
outcome of that whole experience. Because at the end, there was
much more interaction within them all. Because they were
talking to each other, and there was a discord. And then at the
end, I did a Twitch stream where [ went through all their games.
And it was just fun. It was just nice. And it was a really nice
memory of that time, and that everyone was struggling. And like
we were all just... And the theme was 2020. It was in 2020. And
so I think everyone just got a chance to let off some steam and
laugh at everything. And so there was games about collecting

toilet paper and things like that. It was nice. It was a really nice
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community’s thing that... Again, easy to create when I knew

everyone. Everyone knew me as well so like they all...

Had a connection with you. Yeah. So what would you say were
the main takeaways from that? Maybe that could be applied to a

context in which people don’t know who you are as well?

Well, one takeaway would be actually that I put them all into
groups. So they actually didn’t get to choose who they were
working with, which is a technique that kind of teachers will tell
you, is... It’s quite, and it doesn’t always work, I suppose, but at
least if you’ve got a group of people who’ve all signed up to a
game jam, they’re probably okay with the idea of being put into
groups. And maybe that is part of it is because you kind of got to.
You’ve got to engage with everything, if you don’t have
someone’s phone number, because you kind of have to turn up to

the space. And in that case, the space was discord.

Right.

So they had to turn up there and they had to talk to each other. So
that’s probably a takeaway. The short time did help. That kept

them focused and on task.

I imagine it feels more manageable that way as well. Just kind of
to know how to kind of manage your time with the different

deliverables at different stages.

Yes, absolutely. And on retrospect with the climate jam, if you

give someone a month, they think that it should take a month, not

Page 30 of 43



717

718

719

720

721

722

723

724

725

726

727

728

729

730

731

732

733

734

735

736

737

738

739

740

Desirée De Jesus:

Sean Walton:

Desirée De Jesus:

Sean Walton:

43:53

44:00

44:12

44:50

here’s a month, just spend two days on it but anytime in that

month, and the people don’t see it that way.

I think I’'m one of those people. That’s just a light bulb moment

for me. Right, it doesn’t have to take a month.

And it’s really hard. You can say that. And we’re all the same,
right? We’re wired. No one’s wired in the way that they would
just do it in the first two days and then forget about it for 30 days

or whatever.

So I imagine that during this process, people were and maybe
we’ll talk about this more recent one during the early stage of the
pandemic alongside climate jam. But I imagined that this was a
way that people were cultivating confidence, maybe even
discovering new skills. But perhaps because this was more of an
academic context maybe there were people thinking about how
could I do this as a career? What did people’s responses to these
game jams mean to you as someone who is creating space for

game making?

Everything, I guess, is like it’s the most important thing. I think
that’s the one takeaway to think about what it is that people are
going to get out of your Game Jam rather than what you’re going
to get out of running it, is the way I would kind of express it. And
I think it’s easier for me to think about this in the context of my
students because I know them and I know their confidence levels,

and I know how to... So the thing I always kind of say to them is
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that there’s this problem, and it’s a problem I had and had to get
over, is this kind of - I don’t know who... I didn’t come up with
this - but this idea of a taste barrier. So let’s say you really want
to learn the guitar. Well, if you want to learn the guitar, you know
a lot about guitar music already, and you have pretty good tasting
guitar music and can tell when a guitar sounds bad. But when you
first start learning, you’re going to be sounding awful. Terrible.
And you want to know it better than most people. And so some
people, that’s where they get to, they play Smoke on the Water a
few times, and they stop. But if you continue, you get better. But
then also your taste improves, you are kind of constantly chasing
and that’s why artists are miserable is that they never get good
enough and why we all hate our work and get impostor
syndrome. And all this kind of stuff comes from that idea. And
so I said, “This game jam, you need to push through that barrier.
It’s just a two-day thing. You’re going to push through it. We’re
going to play it together. And that’s it. Who cares if it’s...? It’s
going to be bad. The thing you make is going to be bad. And

that’s all right.”

That’s such a tough line to cross to be able to just kind of let the
work be about the work, and kind of the pleasure of making and

then play.

Yeah. And there’s a lot of vulnerability, I think. And that’s why
a lot of people find it difficult is that you... And I still find it now.

Like I said, when I talked about cycle 28 bombing and that
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feeling of embarrassment, I had no reason to feel embarrassed. I
made a thing. Like I made a thing, and it’s online, and it’s on
Nintendo, and it’s there right next to Mario. I shouldn’t be upset

about that.

Quite an achievement.

It’s that and I think, maybe in the one that was in the pandemic,
I think everyone was feeling more vulnerable as everyone’s
defenses were down. I don’t know about you, but I feel like my
defenses had been eroded by that by just the whole thing. And so
that kind of face you put on was gone. And so it was just, 'm
here, and it’s me. And that I think maybe helped. I think if the
students were feeling similar things, they should be like “Oh,

whatever. This is my toilet roll game.”

Yeah.

Have fun.

I hope that this is a game that our listeners can see. Maybe we

can access it.

--------- I think there was a game where it was like Space Invaders,
but it was toilet rolls. Maybe that was the thing. I don’t know

where they all are. They might be online, I think. I don’t know if-

Maybe you can share the link with us. Oh, okay.

Yes, if it’s not private, I'’ll just share the link.
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Yeah. So I’'m wondering, also, if you could share with us, perhaps
something that was surprising, in a positive sense that came out
of the game jam, as well as something that was maybe a bit more

challenging, and you’re like, “We’re not doing that again.”

So the surprising effects of climate jam. So I said earlier that a
lot of the people who were in it, they were motivated by just
making a fun game and didn’t really care about climate jam.
There was a notable exception. And it turns out, one of the people
who entered was a science writer. And he actually wrote an
article for Wired on climate change games, like coming off the
back of climate jam, where he mentioned climate jam in there.
And so that was like a really nice, positive publicity thing. And
then, on the back of that, I got an email from someone... It was
really funny. I got an email from someone, and she said, “Oh,
would you do an interview about climate jam?” And I said, “Oh,
yeah, sure.” And she said what the publication was, and
everything. And I was like, “Yeah, that’s fine.” And I emailed it
to like the other people who were doing the jam, the other
organizers. And one of them, Claire was like, “Oh yeah, wow,
can I come with you and be on it?” And she turned up to my
office, and she said, “You realize what publication this is?”” And
it was like the proceedings of national American science or

something which is one of the highest cited journals in the world.

Oh wow.
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And the writer, I Googled her. So Claire sat down with me and
was like, “Have you Googled this person?” And it’s someone
who writes for New Scientist and all this stuff. And I was like,

‘COh"’.

Oh wow. In a way, you were still kind of ticking those boxes in

that academic institutional column, as well.

Absolutely. Yeah. I got that.

Winning all around. I love it.

Yeah, that’s a definite esteem measure. So that was really
positive. And that was nice. And like some other things of, like
going... So I said about the kind of games culture in Wales and
the meetups. And I remember going to a meet up. And they ran a
game jam at the meetup. Probably the only game jam I’ve really
done where we’re making physical games rather than... And the
guy I was with, we were kind of just... I was working on this
game with him. And then at some point, he was like, “Oh, you
know, I’m this person who entered climate jam.” [ was like, “Oh,
you are.” And so he’d entered a game, and we had a discussion
that he really enjoyed it. And it was a chance for him to kind of
try this idea he’s been having. He didn’t finish the game, but it
didn’t matter. Like he still has worked on the game afterwards
and he’s finished it now. So that was just a nice kind of like, a
link there with someone local. But so the challenging thing, and

the kind of the takeaway of what we do differently is, so we
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offered prizes, right? And this was, I think, my bad decision,
which was, I didn’t want to give prizes out based on how good
the games were. I just wanted it to be like... We only had a limited
number. And so I was like, I think we should just randomly give
them out to anyone who’s entered and submitted a game. Of
course what I didn’t understand, and was silly and naive about
was people entered a game that was just like garbage games,
because they would then be entered into a prize draw, and there’s
only 12 people so that’s pretty good odds. And they were very
much trolling us. I mean, they were internet trolls, and it turns

out climate change stuff does bring out a lot of those people.

I was going to ask about those, whether you received those kinds

of responses.

Yes, absolutely. And I think they answered the survey in a way
that I think was trying to screw our results up. And that was quite
negative. And I think, I guess at the time as well, something |
didn’t realize is, we had a lot of people who entered a game, it
was clearly a game they’d been working on, but struggling to get
noticed. So they go on and enter into every single game jam they
could find. And so some of them were just like, well, this has
nothing to do with climate change. This is just your game that
you’re trying to get people to see. And other ones that were like,
at the time it was when player unknowns’ battlegrounds had just
come out and fortnight, and it was like everyone was making

battle royale game. And so someone entered the thing that was
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like, it’s a battle royale game, but the island is getting smaller
because climate change? Yeah, clearly it’s a game you can buy

off the shelf.

A bit of the stretch there.

Yeah, it’s one of those things, you could buy the game off the
asset store and just change it a bit. But [ mean, like, if that was

the worst thing that happened, it wasn’t so bad really.

I mean, it’s still disappointing. I hear that there’s some
disappointment with how people choose to engage. I mean, I
would even go as far to say, it’s like a little disrespectful, like the

idea like they’re kind of trying to game the system, in a way.

Yeah.

But at the same time, it sounds like it was still overall a positive
experience. That there were some... That there was like, minimal

damage let’s say.

Yeah, absolutely. It was all really positive. And there was even
another group... There’s a startup group in Swansea. I’d started
kind of developing a bit of an outreach relationship with them.
Because I would be telling my students, go and hang out in this
startup space, and they do meetups and stuff. And so they were
like, “Oh, I heard about climate jam.” They ran some game thing.
There was like a Wales tech week. And they ran a games
something. It was long time ago. But that was nice. It was in the

middle of Swansea. And we just had a laptop with all the games
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on climate jam, and people just came in and played them and, it
was so nice. It was like that really cool thing of all my different
worlds colliding of like, I was there as an academic but then
people from that Nintendo group that I told you about, the really
nice player group, they were actually... most of them lived in
Swansea so they were all popping along because I tweeted about
it on the Pill Bug account. And so it was just nice. And that all

came from this game jam.

It sounds like the community is a really important part of this
process. And as well as like, not a treat, but like a bonus in a way,
kind of seeing these communities formed out of game jams and
these unexpected connections that you’re having in different
spheres. So what is one thing that you wish that you had known
before you began this whole journey of organizing game jams?

What’s something that you think people should know?

The only thing really was that idea of people using game jams as
a discoverability tool for their game. I think that’s something I
wish I’d known. And I kind of did. That’s the thing. Because |
thought about it for my stuff, and I didn’t think anything about
doing it. But I remember thinking, are those Game Jam games
getting more... Like they’re just getting publicity. Because
they’re Game Jam games. | wish I knew more about that when
running it online, and then maybe it would have been better in

person. I think that’s the only thing really and the prize, because
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those were the only two things that I think were negative, was

that prize issue.

The prize issue being?

The idea that it was just random prices and not based on quality.
So I think you just got to have that. I think clear instructions too
probably. I think my approach is always hands off. And perhaps
that doesn’t always work. So I think that I need to change that,

generally.

It’s a delicate balance, especially as an instructor.

Yes. I think my problem is, like---- Yeah, you’ve got to kind of
give them that chance. But I think I’'m always like, I like to set
something up and just sit back and observe what happens,
because I’m a scientist, but that’s the thing I do. But sometimes
you just can’t do that. So I think that’s the main thing. I think it’s

just thinking about; would people use this to game something.

Well, thanks so much for those tips. You’ve given some really
practical advice based on your own experience. And these are
really great stories that I think our listeners will be able to relate

to. So how can we support your work? How can we find you?

So the best way to support us is to check out our games on Steam.
So if you go to pillbug.zone, which is a website address, and there
you can find links to all this stuff. And that’s one of the best way
to support us. And just generally, if you buy indie games and

review indie games, so not just like... Because I think just
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generally supporting, it makes such a big difference. Like it
makes a huge difference, even if it’s just a very short review, that
really helps everybody. And so you can find me on Twitter at Dr.
Shawn Walton. Sean, S-E-A-N. And we stream on Twitch, we
talk about game design, and other things every Tuesday night at
pillbugint. And we’re also on TikTok @pillbugint. If you want

to see our weird Ladybug game, it’s all there.

I wish that we could keep talking though. I have so many more
questions for you. I love hearing about this. But we’ve come to
the end. And, again, just want to thank you so much. Can I be a
bit naughty and just ask one more question, even though we’re
wrapping up? What does Game Jam organizing look like for you
going forward? I wouldn’t say that we’re necessarily in a post-

pandemic moment but kind of trying to move in that direction.

I want to do stuff in person. That’s, I think, the main thing for
me, which I’ve just tried and failed to organize a game jam to do
with... We’re trying to get people interested in their local heritage
here in Swansea. Because there’s a lot of industrial heritage. And
one of the ways we would try to do that is to... We’ve got lots of
really cool 3D assets of like, some old copper works, and
buildings really cool stuff. And so we want to try and give them
out to the community and say, “Hey, make something with this.
We don’t care what. Just have fun.” And we tried to do it, but we
got like zero people. Well, I think, one person signed up, and

we’re all kind of reflecting on it.
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What do you mean? Like you put out a call?

Yes, we were targeting schools and colleges.

Okay.

And, I think one person signed up. And I think we all kind of
figured it’s because of the kind of the collective trauma of the
pandemic. I think, everyone’s just too busy. And it’s too much
now. Right? So I think one thing, we kind of... There’s kind of
two things going forward, we thought about was, one... There’s
kind of two extremes in my head, because taking this specific
example because this is one that we want to run is either, A) we
open it and don’t have a deadline or anything. We just say, “Hey,
here are these assets. Make a game with them. We will support
you. We will show your stuff off. You come and visit. you. But
we want you to use this stuff and make something cool. We’ll put
it on this website.” Like a more kind of open, just keep going
whatever. And the other extreme is, I want to do a game jam in
person with people in a room. Like I think that’s going forward
what I want to do. And yeah, I guess, I don’t know how I feel
about the general games but for me, that’s what I’'m... If I'm

doing it again, I think I want to do something in person.

So in this version of something that’s kind of an extended slow
jam, would there be things like workshops along the way for

people to check in?
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[ don’t know. It would almost be the ultimate me hands off. Like
it would be that mindset turned up to 11. So I think what we’d
probably do... I think it would be a case of... With the one that we
only had one person sign up to, we were doing things like saying
like, the kind of prize was... Because it was schools, saying we’ll
host you at Swansea Uni for the day and like, show you around
all that stuff. And I think it would be more about trying to build
a community around those assets, which is hard. Building a
community is like really, really difficult. Or I think we’d want to
do something where... But you’d wait until there’d be enough
games, right? To then we’ve got a bunch and now let’s do
something with them. Or I’ll stream them on twitch or we’ll do a
thing or give something back to... Like I did with the Game Jam
games, | streamed them all as like a thank you because I think
seeing people play your games is really profound. So I went
through and played every single game and put that up on my
YouTube channel for them. And so I think I’d do something like
that. It would be like we change it as we went and see what
worked and what didn’t and kind of just keep messing with it

until...

Well, I think it makes sense, as many of us are kind of trying to
find new ways of connecting and having shared experiences
through media making in this cultural moment, this global
pandemic moment. So it makes sense, but it’s something that you

are kind of working out, well, what does a game jam look like,
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1007 and what does it feel like, and what are the kinds of incentives

1008 people need to get started or finish. Yeah, but these are great
1009 things for us to continue thinking about. So yeah, it’s been great
1010 talking with you. Thanks for letting me ask those--

1011  Sean Walton: 1:02:17 Cool. Thank you very much.

1012 Desirée De Jesus: 1:02:19 Thank you.

1013 Outro: 1:02:20 And that wraps our conversation with Sean Walton. Thanks so
1014 much for listening to the GAMERella podcast. And don’t forget
1015 to check out the online resources for this episode.
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