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ABSTRACT

In today’s interconnected world, digital spaces have become essential arenas
for social interaction, self-expression, and community building. Among
these, the concept of digital safe spaces has gained prominence, providing
marginalized communities with spaces where they can seek refuge from
discrimination, harassment, and oppression. These spaces are crucial for
fostering inclusivity, support, and community building. This research
departs from these spaces and aims to explore their nature by contributing
to the growing literature on digital safe spaces, expanding the knowledge of
this area, especially in the Information Systems (IS) field. Positioned in the
empirical context of the video game industry, specifically, women in game
development and political actions in the gaming sphere, this thesis builds
on four interrelated studies and one book chapter, each contributing to a
comprehensive understanding of digital safe spaces. These studies provide
a conceptualization of digital safe spaces based on characteristics and types
and discuss the importance of the cultivation of digital safe spaces to create
a sense of safeness. In addition, digital safe spaces are examined as desired
territories for participants who can potentially experience transformation
through their participation in these spaces. By providing this multi-faceted
analysis, this thesis contributes to the discourse on safety, safeness, inclu-
sivity, and social change, offering insights for scholars interested in issues
of marginalization, resistance, and digital technologies.

Keywords: Digital safe spaces, cultivation, safeness, territories, women,
video game industry, game jams, Discord, Twitch, politicization
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Part 1

DIGITAL SAFE SPACES






1. INTRODUCTION

Digital platforms have undoubtedly revolutionized communication and
information exchange, offering unprecedented opportunities for self-
expression, collaboration, and community building (Cui et al., 2022;
Stewart & Schultze, 2019; Vaast et al., 2017). In the ever-evolving digital
landscape, the concept of safe spaces has garnered significant attention,
particularly in the context of marginalized communities' (e.g., women and
LGBTQ+) seeking refuge from discrimination, harassment, and oppres-
sion both physically and online (Andalibi et al., 2018; Clark-Parsons, 2018;
McKenna, 2020; Scheuerman et al., 2018). The notion of a safe space has
long-standing historical roots in the social movements of the twentieth
century, particularly those led by women, LGBTQ+ communities, and
anti-racist activists in the United States (Kenney, 2001). Safe spaces are
often defined as spaces offering emotional and psychological refuge, built
through social relationships that foster collective identity, solidarity, and
resistance (Linabary, 2017; Scheuerman et al., 2018; Spaaij & Schulenkorf,
2014; The Roestone Collective, 2014). Digital spaces, such as social media
outlets, can be hostile environments for marginalized people whose voices
tend to be silenced and where they are at risk of being exposed to behav-

1 Marginalized communities refer to different groups of people who are excluded from
social, economic, and/or cultural life based on social or personal characteristics such as,
but not limited to, sex, age, ethnicity, religion or belief, sexual orientation, physical abil-
ity, language, social class, education, or immigration status. (Baah et al., 2019; European
Institute for Gender Equality, 2024; Sevelius et al., 2020)
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iors such as trolling, doxing?, and hate speech (Chess & Shaw, 2015; A.
Massanari, 2017; Poyane, 2019). Women, in particular, have encountered
various forms of harassment, discrimination, and marginalization within
digital realms, hindering their ability to fully engage and thrive in these
environments (Ammari et al., 2022; Chess & Shaw, 2015; Clark-Parsons,
2018; Cui et al., 2022; A. Massanari, 2017; Watanabe et al., 2022). Digi-
tal safe spaces counteract these negative dynamics by providing protection,
support, and freedom from harassment and instead nurturing inclusion,
social support, and identity-building (Ammari et al., 2022; Clark-Parsons,
2018; Cui et al., 2022).

From a research perspective, studying digital safe spaces can enhance
the understanding of how intersectionality operates online, adding depth
to discussions on inclusion, representation, and how identity influences
experiences in digital spaces. Also, as the Information Systems (IS) turn
more critically to the decolonization of IS research (Masiero, 2023;
Petrakaki et al., 2023), the exploration of safe spaces and how they might
relate to theories of resistance and counterpublics—spaces where margin-
alized groups create alternative narratives and community solidarity out-
side of mainstream discourse (Kuo, 2018; Renninger, 2015; Travers, 2003;
Warner, 2002)—becomes even more important. The study of digital safe
spaces can be valuable for understanding how individuals resist dominant
narratives, construct identity, and foster agency in environments that often
marginalize them, contributing to critical studies on digital activism and
social movements (Ahuja et al., 2018; Klassen et al., 2021; Stewart &
Schultze, 2019; Sutherland, 2019). Also, the exploration of digital safe
spaces can support IS researchers in analyzing the social and technical
structures that enable or restrict participation for marginalized groups,
illuminating power dynamics that affect who has access to voice and
representation in digital spaces (Adam, 2002; Curto-Millet et al., 2022;
Curto-Millet & Cafibano, 2023; Masiero, 2023). Focusing on how these
spaces provide a sense of safeness® can also be important for understand-

2 Doxing is to “publish private information about (someone) especially as a form of pun-
ishment or revenge.” (Merriam-Webster, 2024c)

3 Safeness refers to the quality of feeling safe, focusing on comfort and security (Heri-

ot-Maitland & Longden, 2022)
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ing the ways in which these spaces are discussed and analyzed as potential
spaces for social change.

This thesis examines digital safe spaces through four studies and a book
chapter, offering a comprehensive analysis of how these spaces function
and evolve, as well as the impact they have on those who inhabit them.
The first study develops a conceptual understanding and a language to
distinguish digital safe spaces from other digital spaces. The second study
analyzes the politicization of an open space that is not designed or culti-
vated to be a safe space. The third study creates a model to understand
the cultivation of digital safe spaces. The fourth study reveals how digital
safe spaces can be potentially transformative territories. Finally, the book
chapter reflects on how cultivating digital safe spaces can potentially create
psychological empowerment.

This thesis examines digital safe spaces through two case studies in the
video game industry: one focusing on esports communities and another
investigating women in game development. IS research has extensively
studied various types of digital communities, particularly in traditional
business contexts (Bennett et al., 2014; Sandebrg et al., 2020) or in the
context of civil organizations (Selander & Jarvenpaa, 2016). However, the
video game industry remains understudied despite its significant social and
economic impact. With few exceptions (see McKenna, 2020; McKenna
et al., 2011; Naidoo et al., 2019), IS research has yet to fully explore the
unique dynamics of gaming communities and their practices, creating a
notable gap in our understanding of these increasingly important digi-
tal spaces. This gap is particularly significant given the industry’s ongoing
transformation. While traditionally male-dominated, the video game
industry has seen a gradual increase in women’s participation, both as con-
sumers and creators (Dataspelsbranschen, 2023; GDC & Game Developer,
2024). However, this shift faces persistent challenges as women continue
to encounter various forms of marginalization, from online harassment to
professional underrepresentation (Anguiano, 2021; Chess & Shaw, 2015;
Ochsner, 2019; Weststar & Legault, 2018). While the broader video game
industry presents numerous challenges for women, particularly in nav-
igating digital spaces, game jams organized specifically for women and
other marginalized groups (e.g., LGBTQ+) have emerged as potential safe

havens. These speed-run events, where games are created in a short time-
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frame, have surfaced as potential digital safe spaces (Balli, 2018; Freeman
& McNeese, 2021; IGDA, 2021; Kennedy, 2018; Paganini et al., 2021).
While game jams provide an opportunity to investigate how safeness and
inclusivity can be fostered within controlled, community-focused settings,
research on women’s experiences in these digital safe spaces remains lim-
ited. Existing IS research has primarily focused on broader online com-
munities or social media platforms (Bernardi, 2016; Jacobson et al., 2016;
Klassen et al., 2021; Sutherland, 2019), leaving a critical gap in our under-
standing of how digital safe spaces manifest and function in specialized
environments like game jams.

1.1. THESIS OVERVIEW — FOUR RESEARCH
QUESTIONS AND ONE REFLECTION

This doctoral thesis explores the nature and significance of digital safe
spaces through a series of four interconnected studies and one book chap-
ter, which is a reflection piece. Each study delves into different aspects
of digital safe spaces, including how they are organized and experienced
and how they can be theoretically understood. Collectively, these studies
provide a nuanced understanding of their characteristics, challenges, and
transformative potential.

The overarching research question of this thesis is:

How can digital safe spaces be conceptualized and cultivated to promote
participation, inclusion, and transformation of marginalized groups?

The overall research objective recognizes the need for more research on
digital safe spaces, especially in the IS field, which has not yet fully engaged
with this notion. The four studies conducted as part of this thesis proj-
ect open new avenues for exploration. Each study engages with a specific
aspect of the overall research objective. Table 1, as well as the following
paragraphs, outlines the four studies and their overall positioning within
the thesis.

Study 1 addresses two research questions: (1) what are the main char-
acteristics of digital safe spaces? and (2) how can digital safe spaces be typ-
ified? (RQ1). Through a systematic review of Information Systems (IS)
and Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) literature, this study develops a
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comprehensive understanding of the core elements and distinctive features
of digital safe spaces. This conceptual clarity is important for any rigorous
investigation of digital safe spaces, safety, and safeness (Haj-Bolouri et al.,
2024). The study reviewed 20 peer-reviewed papers published up to May
2023 using thematic analysis. Study 1 forms the foundation for this thesis.
As a foundational contribution, it establishes a conceptual framework that
distinguishes digital safe spaces from other digital environments through
key characteristics: space context (i.e., digital platform affordances, bound-
aries, rules, resource-intensive work, and designed support) and individual
perceptions (i.e., triggers, (perceived) freedom, emergent support, homo-
geneity, and reaffirmation). Moreover, Study 1 offers a typological outline
that can be used as a framework for recognizing the diverse forms digital
safe spaces can take, ranging from supportive, confirmative, and activistic
digital safe spaces. The study is single-authored and was presented at the
57th Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences (HICSS-57)
and later published in the conference proceedings.

Study 2 asked the following research question: “How do roles and asso-
ciated feature usage emerge and manifest in the politicization of live chats on
Twitch?” (RQ2). This study provides a critical examination of the politici-
zation of an open and public digital space that was decidedly “a-political.”
It analyzed 342600 live chat messages from Twitch during a political col-
lective action in 2019 using thematic analysis. Study 2 engages in under-
standing different actors and the politicization of the space. The dynamics
resulting from such politicization are important for improving the under-
standing of political collective action in digital environments. The analysis
offers an example of when a space is not a safe space and underscores the
vulnerability associated with open digital spaces. Study 2 is co-authored
and was presented at the 55th Hawaii International Conference on System
Sciences (HICSS-55) and later published in the conference proceedings.

Study 3 addressed the following research question: “What is the culti-
vation process of intended digital safe spaces for marginalized groups?” (RQ3).
This study is the first of two papers on the Women Game Jam (see more
details on the case context in section 4.4). It draws on rich qualitative data
such as interviews, observations, participation, internal documents, and
chat logs. It used a grounded approach to analyze the data and the Gioia
approach to organize the analyzed data. Study 3 examines what cultivation
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in a digital context can be, what it entails, and the roles of organizers and
volunteers in creating and maintaining these spaces. This study empha-
sizes the significant work, strategies, and practices associated with culti-
vating digital safe spaces, such as preparing the space, fostering support
and rule adherence, and allowing the space to rest. Studying how mar-
ginalized groups create and cultivate digital spaces with the intention of
making them safe is important for understanding how these groups orga-
nize and create specific spaces to exist and explore their identities. Study
3 is co-authored and was presented at the 32nd European Conference on
Information Systems (ECIS 2024) and later published in the conference
proceedings.

Study 4 asked the research question: “How do digital safe spaces function
as territories, and what is their transformative potential?” (RQ4). This study
continued using the Women Game Jam event as the case study. Instead of
focusing on the organizers, it zooms in on the participants of these spaces.
It also relies on rich data (i.e., interviews, observations, internal docu-
ments, and chat logs) and uses a grounded approach for the analysis. It
explores the dynamic processes of de- and reterritorialization within digital
safe spaces and analyzes how these spaces can become desired territories
for participants fostering potential transformation. This study delves into
the importance of digital territories, considering how digital safe spaces
can challenge existing social boundaries and power structures. Study 4 is
co-authored and was presented at the 15th Scandinavian Conference on
Information Systems (SCIS 2024) and later published in the conference
proceedings.

The book chapter is a reflective piece written in a popular science for-
mat. It examines the effects of cultivating digital safe spaces on partic-
ipants’ psychological empowerment. It can be seen as an invitation for
further research on the role and impact of cultivating digital safe spaces
within marginalized groups. This chapter is under revision for publication
in the book Spaces, Bodies, Revolts: Emerging Digital Cultures, Feminist
Struggles, and Global Change.

Together, these four studies and the book chapter provide a compre-
hensive exploration of digital safe spaces, highlighting their importance
for marginalized groups. Based on this deep analysis, digital safe spaces are
conceptualized as complex;, socio-political, relational, and emergent spaces full
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of paradoxes that, with proper care and cultivation for safety and safeness, can
be potentially transformative spaces for participants.

This thesis contributes to the broader discourse on digital safeness and
inclusivity in the IS field, offering valuable insights for scholars and practi-
tioners dedicated to fostering positive and inclusive digital environments.
Beyond the IS field, this thesis contributes to the broader discourse on dig-
ital cultures, social movements, and gender studies, offering insights into
the ways digital spaces can be harnessed for inclusion and social change as
well as to support the well-being of users in the digital age. Additionally,
by exploring game jams and other gaming spaces, this thesis seeks to shed
light on women’s experiences in the video game industry, their perceptions
of digital safe spaces, and the potential implications for the IS field, cul-
tural studies, media studies, and game studies.
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1.2. STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS

The structure of this thesis is as follows: The introduction section above
outlines the main purpose of the thesis, which is to delve into digital safe
spaces as this thesis’s central area of concern. Following is an explanation of
the empirical context in which this thesis is located: the video game indus-
try. Afterward, the theoretical underpinnings are explained in depth. Then,
the methodology provides an overview of the case studies, data collection,
and data analysis used for this thesis. Next, the key takeaways present the
most salient points of the four studies and the book chapter and expand
the insights of each of them. Lastly, the discussion and contributions of
this thesis are presented in depth. Finally, the conclusion, limitations, and
future work are outlined.
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2. VIDEO GAME INDUSTRY AS
EMPIRICAL CONTEXT

This thesis examines digital safe spaces within the video game industry,
focusing specifically on women in game development and game jam com-
munities. The video game industry is the largest entertainment industry in
terms of revenue (184 billion USD in 2023 (Wijman, 2024)) compared
to the music industry (28.6 billion USD in 2023 (IFPI, 2024)) and the
movie industry (26 billion USD in 2022 (Arora, 2023)). It encompasses
various platforms, including consoles, PCs, mobile devices, and cloud
gaming, offering diverse experiences from immersive virtual reality to cas-
ual smartphone games (Allen & Kim, 2005; GDC & Game Developer,
2024; Landoni et al., 2020). With a global reach and a large and diverse
user base (people of all ages and genders play video games (GDC & Game
Developer, 2024)), video games have become a significant cultural and
social phenomenon. However, even though nearly half the population that
plays games are women (45% (Le Ngoc, 2024)), the video game indus-
try and the gaming community are known for being unfriendly toward
women and minority groups (e.g., LGBTQ+) (Allsup, 2021; Anguiano,
2021; Burgess & Matamoros-Ferndndez, 2016; Chess & Shaw, 2015;
Klimentov, 2021; A. L. Massanari, 2020; Mortensen & Sihvonen, 2020;
Ochsner, 2019).

In 2012, through posts on Twitter (now X) with the #1ReasonWhy
hashtag, women in the video game industry shared their various reasons
for why leaving the video game industry or choosing not to pursue careers
in it (Ochsner, 2019). Research on the event showed three main themes:
“(1) Women are evaluated on a different set of standards and by crite-
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ria other than their professional accomplishments; (2) Women are denied
recognition of their expertise; and (3) Women’s voices are silenced, dis-
missed, and made invisible in ways that may cause them to feel they do
not belong in games.” (Ochsner, 2019, p. 538) These reasons called for a
change in the industry that was expected to deal with those issues; how-
ever, two years later, in 2014, Gamergate happened. Gamergate was an
online harassment campaign primarily targeting women in the video game
industry (Blodgett, 2020; Burgess & Matamoros-Ferndndez, 2016; Chess
& Shaw, 2015; A. Massanari, 2017; A. L. Massanari, 2020; Mortensen &
Sihvonen, 2020). This harassment campaign included doxing (i.e., releas-
ing personal sensitive information online), rape threats, death threats, and
swatting (i.e., hoax reports to make a SWAT team target a home). The
main victims of this campaign had to flee their houses, cancel events, and
were later diagnosed with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) due to the
psychological violence they had to endure (ibid.). Gamergate evidenced
the level of sexism, toxicity, and discrimination that women in the video
game industry have faced for years and that they tried to highlight with the
#1ReasonWhy hashtag (Ochsner, 2019). Gamergate is now remembered
as one of the darkest and worst moments in the industry’s history (A.
Massanari, 2017; A. L. Massanari, 2020; Mortensen & Sihvonen, 2020).
Nonetheless, the “bro culture” persists in many video game studios and
game events, making the industry still appear hostile to women (Allsup,
2021; Anguiano, 2021; Klimentov, 2021).

Important efforts to make the video game industry more diverse and
inclusive have shown slow but steady improvements (Bailey et al., 2021).
For instance, in 2023, the percentage of women working in the indus-
try was 23%, an increase from previous years (Dataspelsbranschen, 2024;
GDC & Game Developer, 2024; Le Ngoc, 2024). In addition, several
initiatives, projects, educational programs, and mentorships have become
more prevalent in the industry. The objectives are to promote women’s
participation in gaming events, conferences, and panels and to encourage
and inspire (aspiring) women game professionals to join (Le Ngoc, 2024).

Among the initiatives and events for promoting women’s participation
in game development, game jams have emerged as critical arenas (IGDA,
2021; Kennedy, 2018; Paganini et al., 2021; Paganini & Gama, 2020;
Saldanha et al., 2024). Game jams are events where, in a short amount
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of time—typically 48 hours—people form teams and create prototypes
of games (Grace, 2016; Kultima, 2015). The participation of women in
‘regular’ game jams tends to be low due to fear, a generalized perception
of game jams as a gendered context where women do not belong, and the
unequal power dynamics between men and women that prevail in those
spaces (Ferraz & Gama, 2019, 2020; Saldanha et al., 2024). This is why
women-, LGBTQ-, Black-, Indigenous-only game jams have had better
chances of being spaces where marginalized groups felt less fear of partici-
pating in game development (Dirks et al., 2018; Into Games, 2021; Laiti
et al., 2021). These targeted game jams provide an ideal empirical context
for studying digital safe spaces, as they illuminate both the challenges of
creating inclusive environments and their potential to transform partici-
pants’ relationship with game development and the broader industry. By
examining this empirical context, this thesis aims to contribute to a deeper
understanding of digital safe spaces and to inform strategies for fostering
inclusive and supportive online environments across various contexts.
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3. THEORETICAL UNDERPINNINGS

3.1. SPACES AND PLACES

The concepts of “space” and “place” are often used interchangeably, as if
they mean the same. However, even though the two concepts are associ-
ated and interconnected (Massey, 2005; Tuan, 1977), they are not syno-
nyms. Various fields have engaged in understanding and differentiating
these terms, and over the years, they have been reframed to fit the chang-
ing times and circumstances. Space and place have been described as being
“basic components of the lived world.” (Tuan, 1977, p. 3). Space has been
used to describe something experienced and connected to the spatial per-
ception of the world (e.g., front-back, up-down) (Tuan, 1977). Place, on
the other hand, has often been associated with a physical location where
human relations occur (ibid.). Tuan (1977), from the human geography
field, argues that since infancy, humans experience the notion of space
and place through their senses. As they advance in life, the experience
of space and place is constructed in symbolic and conceptual ways. For
the author, space allows movement, and only when it is inhabited (by
humans) it turns into a place. Many places can exist within a given space.
Tuan considers that “[t]he ideas “space” and “place” require each other for
definition” (p. 6), and while “space” is related to freedom and spaciousness,
“place” is security and stability, but one is needed to understand the other:
“From the security and stability of place we are aware of the openness, freedom,
and threat of space, and vice versa.” (Tuan, 1977, p. 6)
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Harrison and Dourish (1996) suggest that “[w]e are located in “space,”
but we act in “place.” (p. 69). For the authors, there is an intrinsic rela-
tionship between behavior and action, which they call behavioral framing,
where what is important is the “sense of place.” (Harrison & Dourish,
1996, p. 67) The key principle that Harrison and Dourish describe is:
“[s]pace is the opportunity; place is the understood reality.” (p. 67) These
authors consider that a place is a space that has been filled with social
meaning. Places can help frame human behavior. For them, “the sense of
place transforms the space.” (p. 69). Later, Dourish (2006) would reframe
space as a “collective product [that is the] outcome of shared forms of prac-
tice and meaning-making.” (Dourish, 2006, p. 304) Here, the author dis-
cusses technologies and considers them “means through which we encoun-
ter space.” (p. 304). Dourish concludes that “[p]lace and space are both
products of social practice, albeit different systems of practice.” (p. 306).

Other authors, such as Massey (2005), argue that space is constituted
through human relations and interactions, which allow for a multiplicity
and plurality of existences; it is not static or fixed; rather, it is always in
the “process of being made.” (Massey, 2005, p. 8) Before Massey, Lefebvre
(1974) talked about space as being produced through human relations.
He called this process “social space,” in which the production of space
incorporates social actions. Lefebvre developed a conceptual triad of space:
1) Spatial practice (perceived space), which relates to the physical creation
or organization of space by various actors (e.g., architects, landlords, and
states); 2) Representations of space (conceived space), which are the dis-
courses created about social space (including imagined conceptualizations
of it); and 3) Representational spaces (lived space), which are the lived
experiences of people in the social space. Lefebvre concludes that “[s]ocial
space thus remains the space of society, of social life.” (Lefebvre, 1974, p.
35)

In organization studies, Dacin et al. (2024) dig deeper into the mean-
ing of place (rather than space) for organizations by extending previous
studies where first, place is considered to be made, socially and physically,
by people; second, place is considered a lived experience; and third, place
is considered fixed and invariant. The extension of the conceptualization
of place in organizations is made by treating place as stable yet dynamic,

36



adding new types of places (i.e., physical, digital, and polymorphic), and
deepening the discussion of power dynamics in places (Dacin et al., 2024).

Focusing now on the IS field, the concepts of space and place have
been discussed differently depending on their application. Haj-Bolouri et
al. (2024) explain in their framework the conceptualization of space in IS
and how to apply it depending on the phenomenon to be studied. In their
work, space is presented as multifaceted and complex. The framework is
divided into four special themes: 1) Representing space, which is related
to the “materialization of space through formal, verifiable characteristics”
(Haj-Bolouri et al., 2024, p. 4106) (e.g., physical space, safe space); 2) Dif-
ferentiating space, which relates to the socio-political perspective of space
as it considers that space is constructed by social practices (e.g., social
space, cultural space); 3) Disclosing space, which is linked to the phe-
nomenological perspective of space, considering that space is an enabler
of phenomena to occur (e.g., collaborative space, digital space); and lastly,
4) Intuitive space, which considers that space is materialized through intu-
ition, innate senses, and immersive feelings (e.g., flow) (e.g., hybrid space,
shared space).

In this thesis, I understand space as socially constructed by human
relations and as an enabler of action and existence within it (Haj-Bolouri
et al., 2024; Lefebvre, 1974; Massey, 2005). If I use Haj-Bolouri et al.’s
(2024) framework, my understanding of space would fall under both the
representing space and the differentiating space. However, the phenome-
non explored in this thesis (i.e., digital safe spaces) calls for a mixed under-
standing of the concept, so no single special theme from Haj-Bolouri et
al.’s framework applies fully.

3.2. DIGITAL SPACES

Digital space refers to any environment that exists through digital tech-
nology, including both private and public spaces accessed via electronic
devices (Benyon, 2014; Miitterlein & Fuchs, 2019). Digital spaces are
often characterized by interactivity, connectivity, and the ability to hold
content that can be interacted with in various ways (ibid.). They are often
situated on digital platforms (e.g., social media) that can congregate a large
number of users who can communicate, connect, and form relationships
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(Benyon, 2014; Miitterlein & Fuchs, 2019). Digital platforms mediate
between actors (e.g., users and organizations) and serve as the technolog-
ical infrastructure that enables the creation and access of digital spaces
(Tilson et al., 2012; Yoo et al., 2012; Zittrain, 2006). They provide the
necessary tools, interfaces, and connectivity for users to interact within
these digital environments (ibid.). We can think of digital platforms as
the world where digital spaces are accessed and located. Digital spaces,
as spaces in the digital realm, are formed by virtual boundaries (i.e., con-
ceptual rather than physical) to create (digital) containers for people to
interact (Haj-Bolouri et al., 2024; Miitterlein & Fuchs, 2019; Saunders et
al., 2011). Therefore, they can also be considered social spaces constructed
by user interactions and relations within specific digital platforms such
as social media platforms, blogs, and forums (Lambach, 2020; Linabary,
2017).

In the literature, terms such as cyberspace, online space, and virtual
space have been used to talk about phenomena associated with digital
spaces; however, these terms have differences between them. For instance,
online spaces specifically refer to areas that are accessible via the Internet
(Berger, 2020). These are interactive, networked spaces like websites, social
media platforms, and forums (Berger, 2020; Staudt Willet & Carpenter,
2021; Van Doorn, 2011; Yan et al., 2018). While all online spaces are
digital, not all digital spaces are online (e.g., an offline digital database)
(Benyon, 2014). Virtual spaces refer to immersive digital environments
where users interact through digital representations (often avatars), such
as in virtual worlds or virtual reality environments (Davies, 2004; Goel et
al., 2011; Miitterlein & Fuchs, 2019; Saunders et al., 2011). Virtual spaces
can also be online, but they are characterized by a higher level of simulated
physicality, like 3D worlds in video games or virtual reality spaces (ibid.).
Online spaces and virtual spaces emerge as subsets of digital spaces (Ben-
yon, 2014; Miitterlein & Fuchs, 2019). Cyberspace, on the other hand,
is more related to digital space in that, in recent times, the term digital
space has come to, in a way, replace the term cyberspace to talk about
everything that has to do with the Internet (Benyon, 2014). In a general
sense, the term cyberspace is often used as an umbrella term to describe the
interconnected global network created by the Internet and telecommuni-
cations (Graham, 1998; Janelle & Hodge, 2000; Lambach, 2020). Cyber-
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space includes all the digital interactions and data exchanges taking place
through networked connections, including email, chat rooms, forums,
websites, and the underlying data and systems infrastructure (Lambach,
2020). It is a term that captures the entirety of the internet-connected
world. Similarly, digital space is used as a broader term that encompasses
all digital environments. In the words of Benyon (2014), “[tJhe digital
space is the world of virtual reality, databases, spreadsheets, the internet,
music, electronic books, films and videos, Facebook, Twitter, phone calls,
Skype and all things digital. It is the same as the popular term “cyber-
space,” but by foregrounding the digital, we highlight other issues. Digital
space concerns digital technologies and how people interact with them

and through them.” (p. 37)

3.3. DIGITAL SAFE SPACES

Safe spaces are considered private spaces created separately from the ‘gen-
eral’ public spaces, used as emotional or psychological refuges from vio-
lence and harassment, focusing on creating collective identity, solidarity,
sense of community, and providing a space for organization and resistance
(Kenney, 2001; Linabary, 2017; Spaaij & Schulenkorf, 2014; The Roe-
stone Collective, 2014). The notion of safe space can be traced back to
twentieth-century social movements, especially those led by women, the
LGBTQ+ community, and anti-racist activists, primarily in the United
States (Kenney, 2001). These spaces have been reconceptualized by The
Roestone Collective (2014) as “safe, paradoxical spaces” (p. 1355) where
the creation and cultivation of safe spaces means negotiating “paradoxi-
cal binaries: safety/danger, inclusivity/exclusivity, public/private, and so
forth.” (p. 1355) The reason behind this reconceptualization lies in the fact
that safe spaces are created as a response to “unsafe” spaces (The Roestone
Collective, 2014). “Safe spaces are constituted by comfort and fear: [t]hey
can offer persons with marginal and stigmatized identities a space of pride
and security (...); yet safe spaces primarily exist because of the prejudice
and hatred toward these identities.” (Adams, 2018, p. 1) Unsafe spaces can
be perceived differently by different groups of society depending on how
a space is used and controlled (Hartal, 2017; The Roestone Collective,
2014), making the idea of safety “an imaginary construction reliant on
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ritualized forms of control” (Audrey Thompson, quoted in The Roestone
Collective, 2014, p. 1349). Safety, then, can be understood as relational to
the idea of threat and danger, making safe spaces function mostly as rela-
tional spaces as well (Gilbert, 2024; The Roestone Collective, 2014). The
Roestone Collective argues that safe spaces should be cultivated to deal
with the paradoxical nature of the phenomenon.

One type of safe space that is often discussed in the literature is the “sep-
aratist space.” A separatist space is a highly controlled space that tends to
have rigid boundaries and strict acceptance criteria (Clark-Parsons, 2018;
Linabary, 2017; The Roestone Collective, 2014). These spaces, although
important for creating resistance and organization, tend to have problems
with the sense of safety, as they are viewed as a form of social control (The
Roestone Collective, 2014). Separatist spaces often suffer from internal
divisions and conflicts, which can undermine the concept of safety, have
a “depoliticizing effect,” and result in the emergence of re-marginalized
groups within these spaces (Clark-Parsons, 2018; Linabary, 2017; The
Roestone Collective, 2014). Even with their challenges and limitations,
separatist spaces continue to be formed (physically and digitally) as a ‘radi-
cal’ response to oppression and violence in other spaces (ibid.). Safe spaces
have also been associated with or considered “counter-spaces” or “counter-
publics.” (Clark-Parsons, 2018; Linabary, 2017) Counterpublics are “dis-
cursive arenas where members of subordinated social groups invent and
circulate counter discourses to formulate oppositional interpretations of
their identities, interests, and needs” (Fraser, 1992, p. 123, quoted in Lin-
abary, 2017, p. 75). In counter-spaces, members can discuss and organize
resistance ‘freely’ without the surveillance of dominant groups having an
emancipatory potential (Clark-Parsons, 2018; Linabary, 2017).

In the digital realm, the general conceptualization of safe spaces applies.
However, digital technologies add certain complexities to these spaces. For
instance, creating (digital) boundaries and maintaining them is a challenge
that physical safe spaces seldom have to deal with since (physical) delimi-
tations are usually not hard to maintain (some exceptions can be seen in
the work of Hartal, 2017). However, in digital spaces, boundary work has
many layers. Research on boundary work indicates that this work is rela-
tional, involving the negotiations of paradoxical constitutions of the space
(Clark-Parsons, 2018). Boundary work can occur in three dimensions that
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are constantly under construction: “(1) what and whom the group pro-
vides safety from, (2) who the group provides safety for, and (3) what the
group provides the safety to do.” (Clark-Parsons, 2018, p. 2133) Other
aspects of boundary work include choosing the digital platform to create
the space (e.g., Facebook, Discord), as not all digital platforms allow the
same levels of member interaction and security negotiations (e.g., security
layers in the platform, data privacy) (Ammari et al., 2022; Cui et al., 2022;
Haimson et al., 2020; Johnson et al., 2022). Boundary work in digital safe
spaces also involves the selection of members (inclusion and exclusion pro-
cess). Digital identity screening is a common practice used for this selec-
tion, where, via questions and forms, it is determined if someone ‘belongs’
to the space or not (Ammari et al., 2022). This practice can sometimes be
challenging because people do not always respond truthfully and can cre-
ate fake identities or personas (ibid.).

General rules in digital safe spaces tend to include variations of “no
hate speech” in order to prevent marginalized members from being re-
marginalized by other members’ comments (Ammari et al., 2022; Gibson,
2019). Members who do not follow the rules of the space may be censored,
warned, or expelled, depending on the severity of the infringement. How-
ever, not all ‘bad” comments are made maliciously, and some may just be
unintentionally ignorant. Moderation practices are power-sensitive, and
the process of censoring comments may cause the members of the space
to refrain from participating (Gibson, 2019). The moderation process, in
theory, is meant to protect the members of the space from harm, but in
practice, it has a self-silencing effect (also called the “spiral of silence”)
(Gibson, 2019; Noelle-Neumann, 1974). Research on the area showed
that moderation practices may indeed cause a spiral of silence but are also
critical for setting the norms and shaping the style, affect, and topics of
discussion in the space, helping with boundary setting as well (Ammari et
al., 2022; Gibson, 2019).

In this thesis, I further explore the notion of digital safe spaces, adding
new language and a conceptual frame to do so. I also expand the con-
cept of cultivation and propose a territorial understanding of safe spaces as
potential spaces for transformation.
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4. METHODOLOGY

4.1. RESEARCH SETTING(S)

This thesis uses three different research settings to explore the concept of
digital safe spaces: one literature review and two case studies. The litera-
ture review (Study 1) focuses on understanding the concept of digital safe
spaces as it has been explored in the IS field and other related fields, such
as Human-Computer Interaction (HCI). This exploration gave me a great
opportunity to better understand the gaps in the literature and provide
useful language to comprehend the concept more deeply, thereby adding
knowledge to the area of research. The first case study (Study 2) is related
to the video game industry, more specifically, the gaming sphere of esports.
This research examines the Blizzard-Hong Kong case, exploring digital
political activism and the politicization of gaming spaces. While the paper
does not specifically examine “safe spaces,” the case reveals how a gaming
community became anything but safe for its members. The Blizzard-Hong
Kong case offered a unique window into the social and political power of
video game community activism. The second case study (Studies 3 and
4) examines the Women Game Jam (WG]J), a game development event
for marginalized communities. As the central case of this thesis, this lon-
gitudinal study explores the creation and cultivation of digital safe spaces
in game development. The WG] case provides critical insights into both
the design of digital safe spaces and their transformative impact on par-
ticipants.

The following sections detail the specific methodological approaches,
data collection, and analysis for each study. For the different paper proj-
ects, I collected different types of data: the literature review synthesizes
academic papers, the Blizzard-Hong Kong case analyzes secondary data,
including scraped chat logs, and the Women Game Jam case draws on
primary data through interviews and ethnographic fieldwork.

43



4.2. LITERATURE REVIEW (STUDY 1)
4.2.1. PAPER COLLECTION

The literature review follows Webster and Watson (2002) guidelines for
conducting such a study in information systems research. The authors sug-
gest beginning with leading journals in the field to find the source material.
Following this guideline, I started the search in the “basket of eleven*” (the
eleven most important journals in the IS field) using the Scopus database
to identify articles relevant to the concept of digital safe spaces. The search
process had two main boundary conditions: (1) papers that include or
theorize concepts related to marginalized (online) communities, boundary
work in digital spaces, and emotional support, and (2) papers that explore
the concepts of emotional and psychological safety or safeness. To make
the search more specific and avoid unrelated papers, I decided to include
the papers that would NOT be considered if they appeared in the search:
(1) papers about computational or technological safety (e.g., cybersecurity,
data privacy), and (2) papers that talk about medical or organizational/
business safety.

The first search with terms such as “digital/online/virtual,” “safe*,”
“space™,” and “communit®,” (to see more details on the terms, see Study 1
in Part 2) resulted in 442 papers. A first screening of their abstracts showed
that most of the papers were unrelated to digital safe spaces, such as tech-
nological security, data privacy, cybercrime, e-commerce, and marketing.
Due to these unrelated papers, many terms needed to be excluded (e.g.,
“crime,” “data privacy,” “cybersecurity” (see more on Study 1 in Part 2))
for a second search. The second search with the excluded terms resulted
in 42 papers, but screening these papers again showed that most were
about technological security, marketing, blockchain, and medicine, and
therefore, those terms were excluded as well. After cleaning the 42 papers
of unrelated topics, there were only 3 relevant papers from the basket of
eleven.

Due to the low number of relevant papers in the basket of eleven jour-
nals, the search needed to be extended. Here, Webster and Watson (2002)

4 https://aisnet.org/page/SeniorScholarListofPremierJournals. The basket of eleven is consti-
tuted by the following journals: Decision Support Systems, European Journal of Information Sys-
tems, Information & Management, Information and Organization, Information Systems Journal,
Information Systems Research, Journal of the AIS, Journal of Information Technology, Journal of
MIS, Journal of Strategic Information Systems, and MIS Quarterly.
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also suggested examining other outlets, including conference proceedings,
that are relevant to the area of information systems. For this literature
review, the journal Information Technology and People (ITP) and the
Association for Information Systems (AIS) library, which included the
most relevant conference proceedings in the IS field (i.e., ICIS, HICSS,
ECIS, and AMCIS), were included to enrich the paper collection pool.
This additional search showed a similar pattern with topics as the first
and second search rounds (i.e., data security, marketing, organizational
issues). The search in AIS and ITP resulted in 155 papers. After excluding
terms and conducting first and second screenings, nine relevant papers
were found (5 AIS and 4 ITP). In total, in the IS field, there were 12
papers relevant to digital safe spaces (3 from the basket of eleven, 5 from
AIS, and 4 from ITP).

Due to the limited number of relevant papers in the initial search, the
review expanded to neighboring academic fields, following Webster and
Watson’s (2002) recommendation to look beyond information systems lit-
erature. After a keyword search in the Scopus database, I found that fields
such as Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) and Computer Supported
Cooperative Work (CSCW) had the most papers related to digital safe
spaces. To make the study commensurable in terms of time and resources,
I decided to focus only on the papers found in the HCI field and on the
Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction, as it is one of
the most important outlets in the field.

For the new search, I used the exact keywords to investigate the IS
field. The search resulted in 45 papers; but after two rounds of screening
and removing unrelated topics, the list was reduced to 14 relevant papers
from HCI. The complete set of papers, joining the ones from IS and HCI,
was 26: 12 from the IS field and 14 from HCI. These 26 papers became
my primary set of papers, which I used to conduct a manual backward
search to find prior research within the reference list of said set (Webster
& Watson, 2002). This search led me to find 12 more (relevant) papers.
Following Webster and Watson’s (2002) last guideline to complete the lit-
erature review process, I conducted a manual forward search on Google
Scholar to find the publications that came after the primary set of papers
(i.e., citations). The forward search resulted in six relevant papers. All the
primary, backward, and forward papers were read in-depth, and after addi-
tional filtering, the final set of papers was 20 (see Table 2). To provide a
visualization of the process I just explained, I used the Prisma flow diagram
(Haddaway et al., 2022) as inspiration and developed my version of it (see

Figure 1).
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Table 2. Literature review final set of papers

Primary/
Backward/| Outlet Name of paper Author(s) Year
Forward

Social Media and the Black Travel Com-

Primary HICSS | munity: From Autonomous Space to Sutherland T. 2019
Liberated Space
Safe Spaces & Free Speech: Effects of

Primary HICSS | Moderation Policy on Structures of Gibson A. 2017
Online Forum Discussions
How Do Online Communities of Patients

Primary ICIS Aggregate on Twitter? An Affordance Bernardi R. 2016
Perspective
Mining for Social Skills: Minecraft in Zolvomi. A. and

Primary HICSS | Home and Therapy for Neurodiverse yomb 2. 2017

Schmalz, M.
Youth
. How do the women of Open Source sup- | Singh, V. and

Primary HICSS port each other? ! ’ Bra%ldon, W. 2020

Primary 18] C'reating convivirjll affordances: A study of McKenna B. 2020
virtual world social movements
The role of blogs in restoring the self- ‘Watanabe C.Y.V,;

Primary ITP integrity of women victims of intimate Diniz E.H.; Scorna- | 2022
partner sexual violence vacca E.
Moderation as Empowerment: Creating | Ammari T., Nofal

Primary | ACM-HCI | and Managing Women-Only Digital Safe | M., Naseem M., 2022
Spaces Mustafa M.
“We Gather Together We Collaborate

. Together”: Exploring the Challenges and | Cui Y., Yamashita N.,

Primary | ACM-HCI Stritegies of é)hineseg Lesbian anngisexual Lee Y.-C. 2022
Women’s Online Communities on Weibo
Trans Time: Safety, Privacy, and Content- Ha%r(;l son O; v SBusli

Primary | ACM-HCI | Warnings on a Transgender-Specific Social J., Weinger Z., Starks 2020

Media Site

D.L., Gorrell D.,
Baron B.S.

46




Safe enough to share: Setting the demen-

Primary | ACM-HCI | | . Lazar A., Dixon E. | 2019
tia agenda online
Social Norm Vulnerability and its Con-
Primary | ACM-HCI |sequences for Privacy and Safety in an Dym B., Fiesler C. | 2020
Online Community
More than a Modern Day Green Book: Klassen S., Kingsley
Primary | ACM-HCI | Exploring the Online Community of S., McCall K., Wein- | 2021
Black Twitter berg J., Fiesler C.
Safe Spaces and Safe Places: Unpacking | Scheuerman M.K.,
Backward | ACM-HCI | Technology-Mediated Experiences of Branham S. , and 2018
Safety and Harm with Transgender People | Hamidi E
ACM. Making “Safe”: Community-Centered Ringland K., Wolf
Backward CSCW Practices in a Virtual World Dedicated to |C., Dombrowski L., | 2015
Children with Autism and Hayes G.
COmputers Nurturing heal.th—related on.hne support Coulson, N.S. and
Backward | in Human |groups: Exploring the experiences of 2013
. . Shaw, R.L.
Behavior | patient moderators
Social support, reciprocity, and anonym Andalibi N., Haim-
Backward | ACM-HCI |ity in responses to sexual abuse disclosures son O, De Choud- 2018
. . hury M., and Forte
on social media
A.
F 4 COEP uters Resistance and Sexuality in Virtual McKenna B., and 2020
orwar n un.lan Worlds: An LGBT Perspective Chughtai H.
Behavior
SIts a lc;nelsy d.ls;:asse : Cultivating Ig)nhlne Johnson J., Arnold
Forward | ACM-HC] | P2ces for social supportamong Teople |y, ‘pio'a V. 2022
Living with Dementia and Dementia
. Hayes G.
Caregivers
. Hatred She Wrote: A Comparative Topic
Sociology . . . Lokmanoglu A.,
Forward of Crime Analysis of Extreme Right and Islamic Veilleux-Lepage Y. 2020

State Women-Only Forums
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Figure 1. PRISMA-inspired visualization of the data collection process
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4.2.2. PAPER ANALYSIS

The literature review was a concept-centric study in accordance with
Webster and Watson’s (2002) guidelines. Its main purpose was to under-
stand how digital safe spaces are understood in the literature. To this end,
I started analyzing the set of papers using thematic analysis to identify
the main concepts related to digital safe spaces. Thematic analysis identi-
fies patterns and themes in qualitative data by systematically coding and
categorizing the data into meaningful themes (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun &
Clarke, 20006).

I used the qualitative analysis software Atlas.ti to code and analyze the
set of papers. I started open-coding each paper to allow the authors’ voices
to come forward. In the first round of analysis, I observed patterns related
to marginalized communities struggles, boundary maintenance, and
moderation work. I used these patterns as first-order codes. Later, by care-
fully clustering the first-order codes, I began developing the second-order
codes. These second-order codes were related to the type of safety, the
digital platform used, and the resources employed to maintain the space
safely. A third round of analysis was conducted, and based on the second-
order codes, I identified ten specific characteristics that made digital safe
spaces distinct from other digital spaces. I organized these new codes into
two categories with five characteristics in each:

o Space context characteristics: digital platform affordances, bounda-

ries, rules, resource-intensive work, and designed support

o [Participant perceptions characteristics: triggers, (perceived) free-

dom, emergent support, homogeneity, and reaffirmation

I conducted a final round of analysis, and by clustering the previously
mentioned characteristics, I identified three main themes that I catego-
rized as types of digital safe spaces: supportive, confirmative, and activistic.
I created a concept matrix based on these findings, which can be seen in
Table 3. More information about the results of this study can be found in
Part 2. For a summary of the methodology, see Table 4.
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Table 3. Concept matrix

Type of Digital
Safe Space

Main Associated Characteristics

Space context

Participant perceptions

Designed support, digital plat-

Emergent support, trig-

Supportive | forms affordances (anonymity), | gers, (perceived) freedom
resource-intensive work
Boundaries, rules, digital platform | Reafhrmation, homoge-
Confirmative affordanges (Fonnectivity and nc?ity, emergent support,
communication) triggers, (perceived)
freedom
Digital platform affordances (Perceived) freedom, trig-
Activistic (anonymity), rules, boundaries, gers, emergent support,

designed support

homogeneity
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Table 4. Methodology Study 1 summary

Methodology Study 1

Research
strategy

Theoretical and systematic literature review

Paper
collection

Systematic literature search based on Webster and Watson’s (2002) guidelines
Type: Concept-centric study

Publications searched: Basket of eleven, Information Technology and People jour-
nal, Association for Information Systems (AIS) library, Proceedings of the ACM on
Human-Computer Interaction

Paper selection criteria:

papers that include or theorize concepts related to marginalized (online) communi-
ties, boundary work in digital spaces, and emotional support

papers that explore the concept of emotional and psychological safety or safeness.
Papers NOT considered:

papers about computational or technological safety (e.g., cybersecurity, data privacy)
papers that talk about medical or organizational/business safety.

Database: Scopus

Keywords used: “digital,” “online,” “virtual,” “safe*,” “space™,” “social,” “media,”
“communit*”

Search example: SRCTITLE(“European Journal of Information Systems”)
AND(digital safe* space™) OR(online safe* space™) OR(social media safe*)
OR(online communit* safe*)

Additional searches: Backward and forward search

Set of papers: 20 papers for in-depth analysis

Paper
analysis

Thematic analysis

Four rounds of analysis

15t round: Open coding and inductive analysis. Identification of first patterns related
to digital safe spaces. Developed first-order codes.

274 round: Clustering of first-order codes into second-order codes. Iterative induc-
tive analysis.

3" round: Clustering second-order codes into identification of ten characteristics of
digital safe spaces and organization into two categories. Iterative inductive analysis.
4" round: Clustering of characteristics into identification of three types of digital
safe spaces.
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4.3. BLIZZARD-HONG KONG CASE (STUDY 2)

4.3.1. BACKGROUND

On October 6th, 2019, during a Grandmasters Asia-Pacific esports cham-
pionship of the game Hearthstone®, the winner of the round, known as
Blitzchung, voiced his support for the Hong Kong protests occurring at
the time. Putting on goggles and a gas mask, he said, “Free Hong Kong,
the revolution of our times,” in an after-tournament interview streamed
on the digital platform Twitch. Blizzard Entertainment, the video game
company that owns the game and hosts of the event, punished the esports
player by banning him from the current tournament, removing his prize
money (around USD 4000), and prohibiting him from playing in another
Grandmaster tournament for a year. Blizzard also punished the “casters”
(interviewers) by firing them. Blizzard said the punishment was because
the player and the casters broke the tournament rules by bringing political
discussions, offending the public, and (or) causing damage to Blizzard’s
brand (Blizzard Entertainment, 2019). The punishments triggered a wave
of backlash from the gamer community, which led to boycott campaigns,
loss of sponsors, physical protests, and even letters from the U.S. Con-
gress aimed at pressuring Blizzard to reconsider the punishment decision
(Chalk, 2019; Kelly, 2019; Wyden et al., 2019). Gamer protestors took
over different digital platforms to bring the conversation about the sit-
uation in Hong Kong to the gamer community. On Twitch, where the
Grandmaster championship was still being played, protestors flooded the
chat in every official Hearthstone channel livestream to protest.

After all the protests and pressure, Blizzard decided to reduce the pun-
ishment for the player, returning the prize money and lowering the ban
to six months, and rehiring the casters, but with a six-month ban as well.
Nonetheless, this did not diminish the heated sentiments of the gamers,
and the protests continued for weeks.

5 https://hearthstone.blizzard.com/en-us
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4.3.2. TWITCH

Twitch is a live video streaming platform owned by Amazon and operated
by Twitch Interactive (Kim, 2014). This platform had approximately 9.36
million active streamers in April 2021 (Clement, 2021) and 4,39 mil-
lion concurrent viewers in January 2023 (TwitchTracker, n.d.). Among
the many features and characteristics of Twitch, the embedded chat func-
tion that is displayed and streamed along with the live video is one of the
unique traits of this platform (Diwanji et al., 2020; Ford et al., 2017).
In the chat, stream viewers can interact with the streamer (the person
doing the stream), creating a sense of closeness that other platforms do
not have or are still exploring (ibid.). The behavior in the chat can vary
depending on the type of streamer and channel. Still, in one of the most
viewed streaming channels—esports—broadcasts are often chaotic and
fast-paced, making them a strange experience for a person new to esports
(Diwanji et al., 2020; Ford et al., 2017). This chaotic behavior is known as
chat spamming or merely spamming. Spamming refers to massive messag-
ing of a particular phrase, emote, or word in the chat (Seering et al., 2017).
Contrary to regular spam, which has malicious intentions, chat spam is
simply a mindless action people engage in to have fun in the chat while
watching a stream, similar to the way fans shout and cheer in a physical
stadium (Poyane, 2019). Messages in the chat, either spam or not, tend to
be accompanied by emotes. Emotes are “Twitch-specific emoticons that
viewers and streamers use to express a number of feelings in [the] chat™.
Examples of emotes include the following: (KEKW)H, (LUL):‘;E), (Swift-
Rage) @

There are other actors besides the stream’s viewers in the chat, such as
moderators. “Moderators (also known as mods) ensure that the chat meets
the behavior and content standards set by the broadcaster by removing
offensive posts and spam that detract from conversations”’. The modera-
tors’ role is essential for the streamers, especially for big video game com-
panies that broadcast esports, as the mods ensure that good practices are
maintained in the chat.

6 hteps://www.twitch.tv/creatorcamp/en/learn-the-basics/emotes/

7 hteps://help.twitch.tv/s/article/guide-to-building-a-moderation-team?language=en_US
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Twitch has been primarily used by both video game players and video
game companies (big and small) to live-stream recreational video gaming
and broadcast esports championships. Increasingly, people are turning to
Twitch to engage in political conversations and actions. The New York
Times covered some of these occurrences and reported that Twitch has
“transformed into an unexpected hub of social activism.” (Lorenz, 2020)
Politicians from all over the world (e.g., USA, Sweden, and Russia) and
even governmental institutions (mostly from English-speaking countries)
have found on this platform a way to reach young voters (Basu, 2020;
Foxall, 2017). This shows a growing interest in this platform as a political
space, and its users (mostly video gamers) are increasingly becoming the
target of this interest.

4.3.3. DATA COLLECTION

The Blizzard-Hong Kong controversy had major exposition through a New
York Times article published in October 2019 (Allen Clark, 2019). This
article highlighted a significant moment of political activism in the gam-
ing community. It immediately caught my attention as an exciting case of
politicization. Based on that article, I found my way to the Twitch channel
that was streaming the Hearthstone esports championship® and started
observing the interactions in the live chats. Seeing the large number of
messages shared by the minute, I decided I needed to scrape the live chats
in order to study them. I scraped 25 different live chats on Twitch, from
the 9" of October 2019 to the 1+ of December 2019, using Python scripts.
The dates were chosen based on the activity seen in the chats, meaning that
the activity and conversation related to the Blizzard-Hong Kong incident
spread over two months on Twitch. The 25 chatlogs had 342,600 messages
in total (see Table 5). The streamed videos accompanying the chat logs
were also scraped only to see if the conversations in the live chats matched
the live streams. However, this was not the case in the majority of the cases,
so the streamed videos were dismissed from the data pool.

8 https://www.twitch.tv/playhearthstone/videos
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Table 5. Summary of data collection Blizzard - Hong Kong case

# Date Broadcast # Comments
1 | 09-10-2019 | Hearthstone Collegiate Championship Fall 2019 - Week 4, Day 2 3548
2 | 11-10-2019 | Hearthstone Grandmasters Asia-Pacific Season 2 - Playoffs Day 1 18357
3 |11-10-2019 Hearthstone Grandmasters Europe Season 2 - Playoffs Day 1 40374
4 |12-10-2019 | Hearthstone Grandmasters Asia-Pacific Season 2 - Playoffs Day 2 8270
5 | 12-10-2019 Hearthstone Grandmasters Europe Season 2 - Playoffs Day 2 23587
6 | 13-10-2019 | Hearthstone Grandmasters Asia-Pacific Season 2 - Playoffs Day 3 10271
7 | 13-10-2019 Hearthstone Grandmasters Europe Season 2 - Playoffs Day 3 29565
8 | 15-10-2019 | Hearthstone Collegiate Championship Fall 2019 - Week 5, Day 1 2495
9 | 16-10-2019 | Hearthstone Collegiate Championship Fall 2019 - Week 5, Day 2 1813
10 | 22-10-2019 | Hearthstone Collegiate Championship Fall 2019 - Week 6, Day 1 2763
11 | 23-10-2019 | Hearthstone Collegiate Championship Fall 2019 - Week 6, Day 2 2611
12 | 29-10-2019 | Hearthstone Collegiate Championship Fall 2019 - Week 7, Day 1 3136
13 | 30-10-2019 | Hearthstone Collegiate Championship Fall 2019 - Week 7, Day 2 2497
14 | 01-11-2019 BlizzCon 2019 Opening Ceremony 63950
15 | 01-11-2019 Hearthstone Global Finals 2019 - Day 1 31808
16 | 02-11-2019 Hearthstone Global Finals 2019 - Day 2 40652
17 | 15-11-2019 Hearthstone Global Games 2019 - Week 1, Day 1 6136
18 | 16-11-2019 Hearthstone Global Games 2019 - Week 1, Day 2 5209
19 | 17-11-2019 Hearthstone Global Games 2019 - Week 1, Day 3 7818
20 | 22-11-2019 Hearthstone Global Games 2019 - Week 2, Day 1 9681
21 |23-11-2019 Hearthstone Global Games 2019 - Week 2, Day 2 6081
22 | 24-11-2019 Hearthstone Global Games 2019 - Week 2, Day 3 5189
23 |29-11-2019 | Hearthstone Global Games 2019 - Round of 16 - Week 3, Day 1 5275
24 | 30-11-2019 | Hearthstone Global Games 2019 - Round of 16 - Week 3, Day 2 5608
25 | 01-12-2019 | Hearthstone Global Games 2019 - Round of 16 - Week 3, Day 3 5906
Total of comments 342600




4.3.4. DATA ANALYSIS

The chat logs were prepared in Excel and converted into a format compat-
ible with the qualitative analysis program Atlas.ti. The 342600 messages
were coded manually as they were short (in length) and, therefore, quickly
coded (see the example in Figure 2). In addition, the data set had a high
level of redundancy (around 30% of the messages in each chat log were
categorized as spam (see Figure 2)).

Figure 2. Example of the live chat on Twitch during one of the Hearthstone champi-
onships in October 2019

1:32:11 : Liberate Hong Kong,
the revolution of our times

1:32:11 GG EZ Clap

raza2 [ - &

1:32:12 : To western audience: Qur

relationships in China did not influence our
decision. KEKW To Chinese audience: We
must defend the dignity of China KEKW

1:32:12 : SPAM # THIS # PONG ® TO
® FREE ® HONG ® KONG ®

1:32:12 . Qi 5 FREE PACKS & HK

1:32:14 . SPAM # THIS ® PONG
M TO W FREE ® HONG # KONG @

1:32:14 ﬂ : Hearthstone takes skill
guys

I approached the dataset using thematic analysis, which allowed me to
explore the large dataset I had collected and identify specific patterns. The
analysis process was exploratory, and I often iterated between the data-
set and the theory. The first round of analysis of the chat log messages
started by open coding the most repetitive messages, which resembled
spam, and the messages opposing them. This early analysis of the data led
me to recognize its political nature. Therefore, I engaged in understand-
ing the literature on digital platforms, especially chat rooms, in social and
political activism (Guimaraes et al., 2019; Kavada, 2015; Leong et al,,
2020). While developing the codes, I could identify different dynamics
and behaviors of various groups of actors in the live chats on Twitch. The
first group identified was the “mobilizers,” who were the proponents of the
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political conversation in the chat and opposed Blizzard’s measures. Two
main actors comprised this group: spammers and awareness creators. The
second group was the “opponents,” who opposed the mobilization against
Blizzard and mimicked the mobilizers. The two main actors were mimics
and critics. The third group was the “moderators,” who tried to return the
chat to its original state of non-political talks, and the last group was the
“spectators,” who were mostly bystanders and bots that did not engage
in the political conversation. To help visualize the data analysis results, I
developed a dynamic model of the interactions between the actors. More
about the results of this study can be found in Part 2. For a summary of

the methodology, see Table 6.

Table 6. Methodology Study 2 summary

Methodology Study 2
Research strategy | Empirical case study
Data collection |Scrapped data from digital platform Twitch
Type of data: Chatlogs
Size of data: 25 chatlogs, 342600 messages
Data analysis Thematic analysis
Three rounds of analysis
1% round: Open coding and inductive analysis.
Identification of first patterns related to politization
of the chatroom. Developed first-order codes.
274 round: Clustering of first-order codes into
second-order codes. Iterative inductive analysis.
3" round: Clustering second-order codes into
themes. Iterative inductive analysis. Identification
of four groups of actors of the space.

4.4. WOMEN GAME JAM CASE (STUDIES 3 AND 4)
4.4.1. BACKGROUND

The Women Game Jam (WG]) is an annual event designed for women,
including cis, trans, and non-binary people interested in video game devel-
opment. As indicated already, a game jam is a speed-run event, usually
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non-competitive, where groups of people come together to create game
prototypes (Grace, 2016; Kultima, 2015). Research about game jams indi-
cates that in most mixed-group game jams (i.e., not targeted to a specific
group and where mostly cis-men participate), the participation of women
and minorities tends to be very low due to various factors such as experi-
ences of sexism, homophobia, racism, and other various types of discrimi-
nation in these spaces (Ferraz & Gama, 2020; Paganini & Gama, 2020).
Another factor contributing to women’s low participation in game jams is
the perception of a lack of knowledge or skills in game development (Fer-
raz & Gama, 2019; Kennedy, 2018). These factors contribute greatly to
the lower number of women applying for jobs in the video game industry
because fewer women have a portfolio to show, which lowers their com-
petitiveness for a position against other potential (male) candidates that
do (Bailey et al., 2021; Weststar & Legault, 2018). This is why game jams
and events explicitly designed for women or marginalized groups, such as
the WG], have been created to counteract all these factors and promote
participation in the industry.

The WG] is intended to be a safe space for women’® and non-binary
individuals to explore what it is to be a game developer. It is promoted as
a space where everyone is welcomed, regardless of background or iden-
tity, and it focuses on team building, learning, and empowerment. The
main purpose of the WG] is to provide its participants with a welcoming
community where they can network with others who share the same inter-
ests and learn from the experience. Importantly, the WG] is advertised as
a space where no previous knowledge in game development is required,
which is extremely important for attracting women and minorities to par-
ticipate in a game jam.

4.4.2. WGJ HISTORY AND ORGANIZATION

The WGJ was born as a collaborative endeavor in Brazil and Germany
in 2018. Later, only Brazil continued organizing the event, and in 2019,
many other Latin American countries joined (i.e., Argentina, Brazil, Chile,

9 From here on in the text, I use the term “women” in the broader sense, which includes
cis and trans women
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Colombia, Mexico, and Peru). The event was originally a physical/onsite
event in its beginnings (2018 — 2019), but due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic in 2020, the event was moved online (2020 — 2021). Then, starting
in 2022, some countries decided to host it in a hybrid format. Through
the years, and thanks to the online possibility after 2020, more countries
have shown interest in hosting the event, transforming it into a worldwide
event with around 1,700 participants (also called jammers) in 2023. In
the 2024 WG] edition, 16 countries were hosting the event: Argentina,
Bolivia, Brazil, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Kenya, Mexico,
Namibia, Nigeria, Peru, Spain, South Africa, Sweden, and Uruguay.

Discord, a multipurpose digital platform featuring text, video, and
audio channels, was the central hub for organizing and running the
Women Game Jam event. Popular among gaming communities, Discord’s
features and role in this case study are detailed in section 4.4.3.

The WGJ’s organization members are volunteers and work as a loose-
ly-coupled organization—non-hierarchical/horizontal type of organiza-
tion where its members act independently (Ingersoll, 1993; Weick, 1976).
The structure of the organization of the WG] is as follows:

* Global committee: Formed by representatives of each of the host-
ing countries participating each year in the event. The global com-
mittee is the responsible group for all the general administrative
parts of the event (e.g., admitting new countries, Discord server,
registration forms, and WG] global social media).

* Local committees: Each host country should have a local commit-
tee to help organize the specific aspects of the event. For instance,
if the country decides to hold a hybrid event, the local committee
will have to find a venue and local sponsors. Additionally, local
committees help find mentors and other volunteers for the event.
It is common for some local team members to work as mentors or
volunteers as well.

* Mentors and other volunteers: These are not part of any commit-
tee, but they help with two main roles during the event: mentor-
ing (mentors) and monitoring (monitors), and sometimes both.
Mentoring is done by people with advanced knowledge of video
game development or professional experience. Monitoring is done
by volunteers willing to help the organizers oversee the digital
space and act as the link between the jammers and the organizers.
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4.4.3. DISCORD

Discord is a multipurpose digital platform (VoIP, instant messaging, and
digital distribution) that includes text, image, video, and audio channels
(Jiang et al., 2019; Maggio, 2019). Video game communities widely use
it, but in recent years it has become more popular in other communities
(Conway et al., 2021; Kruglyk et al., 2020).

Some of the most salient features of Discord are its servers and chan-
nels. Servers are the specific spaces on Discord (Discord, 2022; Librar-
ian, 2021): according to Discord’s developer documentation, servers are
also referred to as “guilds” and “represent an isolated collection of users
and channels.” (Discord Developer Portal, n.d.) These channels are “made
by specific communities and friend groups. Most servers are small and
invitation-only. Some larger servers are public. Any user can start a new
server for free and invite their friends to it” (Discord, 2022). Channels
are separate spaces within a server (Librarian, 2021). There are two types
of channels, text and voice channels. In the text channels, “users can post
messages, upload files, and share images for others to see at any time”
(Discord, 2022). In the voice channels, “users can connect through a voice
or video call in real-time, and can share their screen with their friends”
(ibid.), and it can also be used as a streaming platform (usually for video
game playing) (Pearson, 2022; Witman, 2020). Channels are indicated by
the hash symbol (“#”) (unrelated to the usage of hashtags on social media
platforms) before the name of the channel (e.g., #announcements) (Mag-
gio, 2019). Discord allows (and encourages) bots to perform specific tasks
on servers, such as moderation in text channels or restricting access to the
server (Discord, n.d.-a, n.d.-b; Kiene & Hill, 2020).

4.4.4. DATA COLLECTION

My initial contact with the Women Game Jam (WG]) began when I
participated in the 2021 event. Following the game jam, I contacted the
organizers and asked if I could research their ongoing work in preparing
for the upcoming WG] in 2022 and beyond. They agreed and invited me
to observe their regular meetings, granting me full access to their internal
documents. I began the research by documenting my experiences from
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WG]J 2021, drawing on my perspective as a participant and my access to
the Discord server.

My research with the WG] spanned from 2021 to 2024, involving
multiple phases of data collection. The first phase combined my experience
as a participant in WG] 2021 with observations of organizing meetings,
interviews with all 2021 organizers, and access to internal discussions on
the organizers’ Discord server. Having participated in the jam gave me
valuable context for understanding the organizing meetings, which began
a month after WG] 2021 ended. In those meetings, the organizers dis-
cussed and reflected on the (past) event. The remaining six meetings I
observed were related to the strategic work of setting up 2022’s WG]J.
After the first meetings, I conducted nine interviews with all the organ-
izers of the WG] 2021. In my interviews, I asked about the purpose of
doing the WG], the ideation and creation process, the work required to
take care of and set up the space, and how they perceived the event went
that year (2021). The organizers interviewed were all women representing
eight countries in Latin America (Colombia, Brazil, Mexico, Chile, Peru,
Argentina, Bolivia, and Puerto Rico) and one in Africa (Zambia). The
interviews were in-depth, semi-structured, and audio-recorded using the
communication program Zoom for transcription purposes. All the inter-
viewees were informed about the study’s objectives, both in text (docu-
ment) and orally (briefing before the interview). I asked for their verbal
consent to record the interviews before they started. This consent was also
recorded as part of the data management agreement. The first round of
data collection concluded when the WG] 2022 was about to start.

After the interviews and observations, I asked the organizers if I could
participate in the WGJ 2022 as a researcher, not a jammer. They agreed
and granted me early access to the Discord server and a role similar to the
volunteers so I could see their conversations during the event. I also asked
them to include a question about consent for all the participants of WG]
2022 in the registration form. The idea of this question was twofold: one
was to inform and obtain the consent of the participants to be observed
(by me) during the time of the event, and the other was to ask them if they
were willing to be interviewed for this research after the event as part of the
second round of data collection. As an observer of the WG] 2022, I took
notes before, during, and after the event. The event lasted three days, but
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conversations in the Discord server started before the event and continued
for a couple of days after it ended. After the WG] was over, I interviewed
twelve jammers. During the interviews, I asked them about their experi-
ence in the WGJ 2022 and its impact on them afterward. The interview-
ees were women and non-binary people from different countries in Latin
America (i.e., Colombia, Chile, Argentina, Brazil, Mexico, Peru). I fol-
lowed the same principles as with the first round of interviews: in-depth,
semi-structured, and audio-recorded using Zoom for transcription pur-
poses. After interviewing the jammers, I also recognized the importance of
the volunteers, especially the mentors, who helped the organizers and the
jammers during the event. I interviewed three mentors. In the interviews,
I asked them about their roles at the WG], how they got involved, and
their experiences. The interviewees were women and men from different
countries in Latin America (i.e., Colombia and Chile). All the interviews
with the mentors were in-depth, semi-structured, and audio-recorded
for transcription purposes. All the participants were informed about the
study’s objective and gave verbal consent to the recording before the start
of the interviews. Overall, the second round of data collection included
observations of the WGJ 2022, discussions on the WG] Discord server
by jammers, organizers, and mentors, continued online observation of the
organizational meetings, interviews with mentors and volunteers, jam-
mers, and additional organizers of WG] 2022, as well as additional inter-
nal documents, chats, and discussions on WhatsApp. The second round of
data collection concluded when the WG] 2023 was about to start.

For the WG] 2023, I decided to participate as a jammer again to expe-
rience the jam with new eyes and perspectives that I had gained through
years of researching the WG]J. With that in mind, I planned to interview
a few more jammers to validate my learnings and gain further insights
into how the WG] was being experienced. The new round of data collec-
tion included my online participation in the WG] 2023, interviews with
jammers from the WG] 2023, continued online observation of the orga-
nizational meetings, and more internal documents, chats, and discussions
on WhatsApp and Discord. This last round of data collection concluded
when the preparations for WG] 2024 started. See Table 7 for a summary
of all the data collection.
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Table 7. Summary of data collection (WG] case)

Type of data| Data source Data details Use in the analysis
10 interviews with host-
Interview with flcl)illllr::e};)(.)rgamzers (14 hours 7 To understand how the organizers
WG] 2021-2022 | Organizers: Colombia, Brazil had Cr.eate.d the WGJ, their reasons
. . . for doing it, and what outcomes they
organizers (x2), Mexico, Chile, Peru,
Argentina, Bolivia, Puerto have seen through the years.
Rico, Zambia
. . 12 interviews with jammers (8 .

Interviews Interview with hours 58 minutes) To understand how the jammers
WGJ 2022-2023 Intur tews in Spanish: 8 experienced the WG] and what
jammers ¢ v.ews . pa ,S ’ effects, if any, the event had in them.

Interviews in English: 4

. . th

Interview with 2;2te(i;’;iv::e:zlt( N EISS::;SO To understand how the other vol-
WG] 2022 men- min:tes) unteers engaged in the WG], their
tors and volun- Volunteers: Colombia (x2) and experiences, and outcomes they have
teers Chile ’ seen.
Observation of 17 on-hne meetings (18 hours .
online meetings 25 minutes): To understand the process of organi-
(2021-2024) 3 post-mortem meetings zation and creation of the event.

Observations 14 organizational meetings
Observation of 31352.2?1?201?2?::;1&? t\(;v G To understand the results of the
WGJ 2022 2022 Disc'or J server organization process of the event.
Participation at | Participation amounts to 96 | To understand the setup of the event
the WG]J 2021 as | hours. Access to the WG] and the interviews, observations,

a jammer 2021 Discord server. chats, and internal documents.

Participations Participation at Participation amounts to 120
t}? VCVES 20 022 hours. To solidify the understanding of the
. jmeer 1 Access to the WGJ 2023 Dis- longitudinal study of the event.

cord server.
Discord server Discord: More than 300 mes- .
and WhatsApp | sages. To understand how the organizers
chats (2020 - WhatsApp: More than 1000 strategized and organized among
2024) messages. themselves for each event.
20-plus internal documents:
Chats and WG] 2020 post-mortem
documents WG]J 2021 post-mortem

Internal docu-
mentation (2020
—2024)

WG]J 2021 guidelines

WG] 2021 presentation results
WG] code of conduct and
inclusion policy

WG] 2022 presentation results

To understand the internal organiza-
tion of the WG] and the organizers’
ways of strategizing for the event.
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4.4.5. DATA ANALYSIS - STUDY 3

The first round of data collection was mostly the data used for Study 3,
including interviews with participants and organizers, observations, chat
logs, and internal documents. I analyzed the data in a grounded way
inspired by the Gioia approach to organize the codes I developed in the
analysis of the data set. The Gioia approach acknowledges the importance
of a grounded way of analyzing data as it recognizes the informants as
knowledgeable in their area (Gioia et al., 2013; Magnani & Gioia, 2023).
Following Gioia’s approach, I analyzed my data in an interpretative way
using principles of open coding to develop first-order codes (informant-
based codes) that would inform the development of second-order codes
(researcher-based codes) by going back and forth between data and theory
that would evolve into aggregate dimensions (ibid.). I used the qualitative
analysis software Atlas.ti to facilitate the analysis.

The interviews and observation notes were organized in different Word
documents to facilitate the analysis. While analyzing the interviews with
the organizers and the observations of their meetings, I saw indications
that the purpose of the WG] was not ‘only’ to be a refuge from gaming’s
toxic environments but rather to be a space so nice, warm, and cozy that
the participants felt like they were at a “slumber party” (a term used by the
organizers to describe the WGJ). The organizers’ strategies to create the
WG]J were all about making the participants feel cared for, nourished, and
safe. I connected this with the notion of safe spaces and safeness, which
focuses on the feeling of comfort and security. I developed the first-order
codes based on that and started reading about safe spaces (Kenney, 2001;
The Roestone Collective, 2014) and then about digital platforms as digital
safe spaces (Clark-Parsons, 2018; Linabary, 2017). An initial analysis led
me to theorize about cultivating digital safe spaces and the roles actors
can have in these spaces. These became second-order codes. A research-
in-progress paper was published with this initial analysis. In that paper, I
presented two preliminary aspects when building and cultivating a digital
safe space: 1) setting up the space by selecting the participants and config-
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uring the digital platform, and 2) cultivating the space with the custodians
(Ruiz-Bravo & Roshan, 2022). The custodians were the people taking care
of the space and protecting it from harm.

Through discussions following the research-in-progress presentation,
my focus shifted away from roles and custodians to the concept of culti-
vation. Revisiting the data revealed the significance of two key meetings
held after WG] 2021, where organizers evaluated the event’s successes and
challenges. These reflection sessions highlighted a crucial aspect of culti-
vating digital safe spaces: the need to pause, evaluate, and adjust practices
based on the community’s experiences. I turned to the field of agriculture
to learn more about the process of cultivation (of plants) and noticed that
a crucial part of it was letting the soil rest for a while before preparing it
for cultivation again. This resting time is called “fallowing,” which is a
concept I adopted for my analysis from then on. From these new lenses, I
reworked the second-order codes and then developed aggregated dimen-
sions matching this new analysis. The aggregated dimensions describe the
process of cultivating digital safe spaces in three phases: preparing, fostering,
and fallowing. See Table 8 for a representation of the data structure and
analysis used for Study 3.
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Table 8. Data structure analysis (first- and second-order codes and aggregated dimensions)

Illustrative quote

15t order code

20d grder code

Aggregate

dimension
Men are also able to join, but with some rules | Selecting jam- | Selecting Preparing
mers
We had male and female tutors and volun- | Selecting vol-
teers. (...) What I wanted was something I unteers
call “positive masculinity.”
[With] Discord, you can make it invitation | Configuring | Configuring
only, (...) and that’s important because a troll | Discord
is going to try to enter anyway.
For example, this year, we had a therapy room | Supporting Supporting Fostering
for whenever they needed to talk to a thera- | jammers
pist. (...)
And always telling the mentors or volunteers, |Supporting
like: “Hey, if (...) you feel like you don't volunteers
know how to help them, come to us as well.”
Like: “Whatever it is, but we'll find a solu-
tion.”
So when something happens, we just try to be | Monitoring | Monitoring
there as soon as possible and try to take care | the space
of it.
We could organize a meeting for a couple of | Letting the Resting Fallowing
weeks after (...) so we can all rest from the space and the
jam and Gamescom @, organizers rest
Reducing the number of channels was a Conserving Reflecting

good idea. Having a separate Discord for the
organization also seems to be a good plan.

what worked

Too many social networks to look after, so we
didn’t manage to use/retweet/share all content
that was made by all countries; - This is sad

T.T

Identifying
what didn’t
work

We could make a mentor-only event, so they
know each other and also network between

them. This was suggested by one of our men-
tors (CL).

Improving the
space with sug-
gestions
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To help visualize the data analysis results, I developed a process model
for cultivating digital safe spaces. The use of models and graphical repre-
sentations “can be useful tools for the development and verification of the-
oretical ideas” and can act as “an intermediary step between the raw data
and a more abstract conceptualization.” (Langley, 1999, pp. 700-702)
More about the results of this study is in Part 2. For a summary of the

methodology, see Table 9.

Table 9. Methodology Study 3 summary

Methodology Study 3

Research strategy

Ethnographic study

Data collection

Primary data: Interviews and observations
Complimentary data: Participation in game jam event,
internal documents and chatlogs

Rich data on ten interviews, 136 hours of observations,
96 hours of participation and more than 20 internal doc-
uments and more than 1000 chatlogs. Data was separated
in Word documents to facilitate the analysis.

Data analysis

Gioia approach

Data structure: first- and second-order codes, and aggre-
gated dimensions.

Initial analysis: Open coding and inductive analysis. Iden-
tification of first patterns related to cultivation of digital
safe spaces and roles involved. Back and forth between
data and theory. Developed first- and second-order codes.
Published a research-in-progress paper with this initial
analysis.

Additional analysis: Iterative inductive analysis. Revisit-
ing data for additional overlooked information. Back and
forth between data and theory. Identification of impor-
tant phase in the process of cultivating digital safe spaces
related to letting the space to rest. Reworking second-
order codes and developing three aggregated dimensions.
Identification of phases of cultivating digital safe spaces.
Development of process model to visualize the analysis.
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4.4.6. DATA ANALYSIS - STUDY 4

Study 4 draws on data from the first three rounds of data collection, yet
moves slightly away from the focus on the organizers to that of the par-
ticipants. To manage this extensive dataset, I organized all materials into
separate Word documents. New interviews were transcribed, with Span-
ish interviews translated into English only when necessary. To facilitate
the analysis and not miss important information, I divided the data into
organizers (which included the volunteers™ interviews) and participants
(which included all the other interviews). I uploaded the data materials
to the qualitative analysis software Atlas.ti to assist with the data analysis.

Inspired by the grounded methodology, I started analyzing the data
using open coding and interpretative analysis (Charmaz, 2014; Glaser,
1992; Urquhart, 2013). The first group of data involved the WG] orga-
nizers, and I used my previous analysis of it as the basis for this part of
the study. I understood the WG] as a digital safe space that was culti-
vated as such; however, after reanalyzing the data set, I started seeing that
some aspects of this cultivation—such as the creation of boundaries, the
monitoring, and the mentoring—related to control and power, which are
aspects of territory. With this in mind, I started reading about the territo-
rialization of digital spaces (Lambach, 2020, 2022). This led me to under-
stand the work of the organizers, mentors, and volunteers as an active
design of the space as a territory.

The second group of data included the participants (i.e., jammers) of
the WGJ. My participation at WGJ 2021 and 2023 gave me important
insights, providing nuances to the analysis. Since this batch of data was
new, I spent more time understanding the experiences and perspectives of
the participants. I noticed early in the analysis that the WG] experience
was transformative for the participants. First, I understood this feeling of
transformation as an empowering process, where they left the WG] feeling
ready to take on new positions in the video game industry. However, this
analysis did not fully resonate across my data. Another round of analysis
made me realize that the transformation I was seeing was more related to
a repositioning process, where the participants transitioned from being
a minority in their own gaming spaces to being a majority in the WG]J.
During this third round of analysis, the concept of deterritorialization
caught my attention. This concept helped me explain the transformative
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effect of the WG] on its participants—what is referred to as de- and reter-
ritorialization in the literature.

The organizers’ data concerned designing a digital space as a territory,
and the participants’ data concerned de- and reterritorialization and its
potentially transformative effect on them. Part 2 provides more informa-
tion about the study’s results. Table 10 summarizes the methodology.

Table 10. Methodology Study 4 summary

Methodology Study 4

Research strategy

Ethnographic study

Data collection

Primary data: Interviews and observations
Complimentary data: Participations in game jam
event, internal documents and chatlogs

Rich data on 25 interviews, 136 hours of observations,
216 hours of participation and more than 20 internal
documents and more than 1000 chatlogs. Data was
separated in Word documents to facilitate the analysis.

Data analysis

Inspired by grounded methodology

Data structure: Organizers’ data and participants’ data.
Organizers’ data analysis: Open coding and inductive
analysis. Identification of intentionality to design the
digital space as a territory. Back and forth between data
and theory.

Participants’ data analysis: Open coding and inductive
analysis. Back and forth between data and theory. Iden-
tification of important phases of potential transforma-
tion for the participants related to de- and reterritori-
alization.

4.5. ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

During my research for this thesis, I encountered several ethical dilemmas
that made me consider the ethical implications of my work. Three main
issues have been vital for me to consider when considering these implica-
tions: the first is related to collecting data, the second to data management,
and the third to my safety as a researcher.
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4.5.1. COLLECTING DATA

I started my research journey by analyzing the Blizzard-Hong Kong case,
where I had to scrape data from many live chats on Twitch. Here is where
I encountered my first ethical dilemma. Scraped data has the problem of
privacy and consent from the people I collected the data from (Hérd af
Segerstad et al., 2016). The scraped data gave me access to thousands of
nicknames and messages of people who did not give me their consent to
read what they shared in those live chats. None of the participants knew
that I would analyze what they wrote. Should I continue the analysis with-
out asking any of the chat’s participants for their consent? Is it relevant that
I ask for consent? Should I cover or delete their nicknames when I present
data examples in the paper? Is it essential for my study to show any nick-
names? These are only a few questions I posed myself when I was writing
that paper (Study 2).

Having the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) rules in
mind, I tried to solve the issues presented before (Radley-Gardner et al.,
2016). For the issue of consent, I did not see the need to ask for it. This
decision was a bit utilitarian, but since I analyzed the data in bulk, due to
the quantity of the data and the types of messages (highly redundant in
content), the specifics of the comments in the live chat were practically
lost or completely irrelevant. For the privacy of the participants of the live
chat issue, I decided that since their names were already pseudonymized
(they use nicknames and aliases on Twitch), I would blur or cover the
nicknames of the participants completely when I presented examples of
the data in the paper. In addition, considering that in those live chats is
close to impossible to find any specific message (by hand), the probability
of finding the examples used in the paper was minimal.

I followed a different path in terms of data collection when I started
researching the Women Game Jam. I decided I would not scrape data any-
more but rather have interviews and observations of meetings this group
of women would have. This time, I had minor problems with the data
collection because I asked for consent from every person I interviewed. In
general, for the rest of the papers I researched related to the Women Game
Jam, T followed the GDPR and the Swedish Ethical Review Act on how
to collect data and present it (e.g., pseudonymization) (Radley-Gardner et
al., 2016; Swedish Council for Higer Education, 2019).
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4.5.2. DATA MANAGEMENT

After collecting the data, another main issue for me was how to handle it.
The large data I collected for my first paper put me in a position of need-
ing enough (digital) space to store it. I knew since the beginning that I did
not want to keep it in any cloud since I was aware of these services’ several
issues. In addition, these issues were not only in terms of space vs. price
but of the legality of storing potentially sensitive data in a cloud. I knew
I needed a hard drive with enough space to put all the data from the first
paper and the future data. In the end, I got an external hard drive with
adequate space. However, the type of data I started to collect from the
Women Game Jam became more sensitive than expected. During some
interviews, the participants talked about their personal lives or mentioned
aspects of their sexuality, which led me to another ethical dilemma. How
should I manage this sensitive data? Should I try to eliminate sensitive
information from the transcriptions? But what about the recordings? Will
the data lose context if I eliminate that sensitive information? I had so
many questions and worries about that issue that it was challenging to see
a good way of handling it. Suddenly, it was not enough that I had enough
space to store the data, but now I needed to deal with data that contained
sensitive information.

I had several conversations with my supervisor and the head of the
project, searching for a ‘good fit’ to manage the data I collected. One of my
biggest fears was that I would accidentally lose the hard drive, and all that
data got exposed; or that someone would hack the hard drive while in use
and extract that data to expose it. These may look like exaggerated scenar-
ios, but as a researcher, I worry about the safety not only of the data but the
well-being of the participants. In this aspect, I align with the ethics of care
premise of “relationships over individual principles” (franzke et al., 2019,
p. 66). Thankfully, none of the scary scenarios happened, and I figured
out how to handle that sensitive data. In terms of the storage of the data,
I decided that two external hard drives were necessary (one as a backup of
the other in case one gets lost); one hard drive was locked in a safe, and
the other could be used more regularly but only from secure locations; and
both hard drives needed to be encrypted, and password secured. In terms
of the management of sensitive information, the head of my research proj-
ect assured me that the research project had ethical approval, which meant
that I had the clearance to work with that data without any issues.
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4.5.3. SECURITY

The last ethical challenge for me was the security issue, not the security
of my study participants but my security as a researcher. When I started
my research journey, I had my master’s thesis experience as background.
My master’s thesis was about women video game developers and how
they used game engines to be part of the video game industry. Since that
study, I have been aware of the risks of researching that area. The video
game industry has been known for its “unwelcomeness” of women. Since
Gamergate (i.e., an online harassment campaign against women in the
video game industry), researchers have been the target of the same violent
treatment (A. Massanari, 2017; A. L. Massanari, 2020). As a researcher in
gender, inclusion, and safe spaces in the video game industry, I am aware
of my vulnerable position. I know that I am exposed to potential harm
from the part of angry internet mobs, trolls, and other harmful parties.

Knowing these potential risks, I had several discussions with my super-
visor about whether to follow or not a particular stream of research. On a
few occasions, we even decided to change the course of the study because
of the potential harm I could attract. This particular security issue posed
a significant ethical dilemma for me. Choosing between different topics
not because of the study value but because of potential harm to my integ-
rity is difficult. In addition, I must guard not only my physical safety but
also my emotional and psychological safety. Collecting data from digi-
tal platforms filled with hatred towards anyone who speaks about certain
video game industry issues is challenging. Being exposed to such violent
messages is emotionally and psychologically draining. Recently, I read a
paper exposing a potential additional threat to my research. The article
written by Adrianne Massanari (2018) explores a terrifying website called
the Professor Watchlist, where particular academics on college campuses in
the USA are listed for advancing “the leftist propaganda” (A. L. Massanari,
2018). Although I am not based in the USA, and that site focuses primar-
ily on US-based academics, they can still start broadening their horizons
or inspire other alt-right parties to create their (local or more international)
websites. This potential threat added tension to my emotional and psycho-
logical state. To tackle these threats and challenges, I had to be mindful of
my decisions concerning what type of (online) information to follow. In
addition, the several conversations I had with my supervisor and the head
of the project have brought me some tranquility as they assured me that
they (and the university) had my back.
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5. KEY TAKEAWAYS FROM THE
STUDIES

This thesis advances the discourse on digital safe spaces, focusing on safe-
ness, diversity, and inclusivity. In this section, I summarize the main takea-
ways and insights from each study and the book chapter, expanding on
key concepts and discussions. Together, they highlight the importance of
creating positive and inclusive digital spaces where marginalized groups, in
this case, women (aspiring) game developers, can exist and prosper. These
insights enrich broader discussions on digital cultures, gender, and social
change within the IS field and beyond, such as gender, cultural, media,
and game studies.

5.1. CHARACTERISTICS AND TYPES OF DIGITAL
SAFE SPACES (STUDY 1)

Prior to this research, the concept of digital safe spaces lacked a clear defi-
nition and theoretical grounding. Through Study 1, I addressed this gap
by conducting a systematic literature review (detailed methodology in sec-
tion 4.2 and in Part 2) guided by two research questions: (1) what are the
main characteristics of digital safe spaces? and (2) how can digital safe spaces be
typified? Study 1 led me to identify ten distinctive characteristics and three
types of digital safe spaces. It is important to note that the ten characteris-
tics are transversal to all types of digital safe spaces, which means that the
characteristics are not what define the types of safe spaces but rather their
purpose and specific usage.
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5.1.1. CHARACTERISTICS OF DIGITAL SAFE SPACES

The ten characteristics identified in Study 1 are divided into two groups
based on their attributes: space context characteristics and participant per-
ception characteristics. These characteristics are often connected and inter-
related, meaning that sometimes one characteristic depends on another.
Each space may have any number of characteristics, so it does not need to
have them all to be considered a safe space. Table 11 summarizes the two
groups with their attributes and associated characteristics.

Table 11. Summary of the characteristics of digital safe spaces

Group Attribute Characteristics
Space context | The more “tangible” aspects of | Digital platform affordances
digital safe spaces. Boundaries
Rules
Resource-intensive work
Designed support
Participant The perceptions that partici- | Triggers
perception pants have about the digital (Perceived) freedom
safe space. “Intangible” aspects | Emergent support
of digital safe spaces. Homogeneity
Reaffirmation

Space context characteristics are the ones that are associated with what
the digital safe space offers to its participants. These are the more “tangi-
ble” aspects of digital safe spaces. The set of characteristics identified as
part of the space context are:

1. Digital platform affordances are the possibilities of action offered
by different digital platforms. The most essential affordances for
digital safe spaces are anonymity, connectivity, and customization.

2. Boundaries define the limits of the digital space and can create a
sense of safety and belonging among its members. Setting bound-
aries can be a balancing act between protecting the space’s partici-
pants and “gatekeeping” access from people who might need to be
part of the community or group but are excluded.
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3. Rules establish the expectations for behavior inside the space. The
space’s administrators often decide the rules, which are then pre-
sented in written form to the participants, who are expected to
agree to follow them. By defining what is and is not acceptable
behavior, rules can help prevent harassment, bullying, hate speech,
and other harmful behavior that can create an unsafe environment
for participants.

4. Resource-intensive work refers to the time, effort, and resources
needed to create and maintain an adequate digital space that
keeps its members safe. These resources include technological and
human resources. Resource-intensive work is often shared among
all members of the space, including admins, moderators, and par-
ticipants.

5. Designed support refers to the kind of support that is built in the
digital safe space. This characteristic tends to be explicitly stated in
the space’s description or rules (e.g., Description: “This is a space
for support,” Rules: “Please be supportive of each other”).

Participant perceptions characteristics are associated with the indi-
vidual perceptions about the digital safe space they are part of. These per-
ceptions are subjective and may not necessarily align with the reality or
objective of the space. These are more “intangible” aspects of digital safe
spaces. The characteristics associated with the participant perceptions are:

1. Triggers are the motivations for creating or joining a digital safe
space. They are often associated with threats that individuals may
feel outside the safe space. Marginalized groups (e.g., patients,
Black, Indigenous communities) may better identify triggers.

2. Perceived freedom is the feeling of freedom in a digital safe space.
This perceived freedom is subjective and may or may not align
with the space’s objectives. Perceived freedom does not mean com-
plete freedom, and members may face sanctions depending on the
space’s rules.

3. Emergent support is the kind of support that emerges from the par-
ticipants’ interactions without the mandate of the space’s rules (as
it was for the designed support). It can be felt as solidarity by
the space’s members, and it may manifest as participants sharing
experiences and information and relying on each other for advice.
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4. Homogeneity is the perceived similarity between individuals within
a community or group. It may strengthen members’ sense of
belonging and connection to one another. However, it is impor-
tant to note that homogeneity can also have downsides, such as
reinforcing stereotypes, limiting exposure to diverse perspectives,
and excluding individuals who may benefit from the space but do
not fit within the homogeneous group.

5. Reaffirmation helps reinforce the community’s shared values and
beliefs. It can take the form of identity reaffirmation (e.g., gender,
sexual, or racial), ideology reaffirmation (e.g., religious or politi-
cal), or a combination of both. Reaffirmation can help provide
positive reinforcement and validation of the individual’s experi-
ences and perspectives. This validation can increase community
members’ self-esteem, self-worth, identity, confidence, and resil-
ience.

5.1.2. TYPES OF DIGITAL SAFE SPACES

The three types of digital safe spaces identified in Study 1 were: supportive,
confirmative, and activistic. These types are not defined by their character-
istics, as the characteristics apply to all types of digital safe spaces. Some
characteristics may be more evident than others, but in general, all char-
acteristics can be found in all three types of digital safe spaces. Instead, the
types of digital safe spaces are defined by how they are used and with what
purpose they were created. It is important to note that these types are not
the only ones that may exist, but rather they are meant to provide an initial
framework for understanding digital safe spaces.

Supportive digital safe spaces are primarily designed to provide emo-
tional and psychological support to their members. These spaces foster an
environment where members feel cared for and supported by both fellow
members and administrators. Key characteristics of these spaces include
designed support—>built into the space to offer assistance—and emergent
support, where solidarity naturally arises and is celebrated among partici-
pants. These spaces are often created for vulnerable groups, such as victims
of abuse or individuals with stigmatized medical conditions.
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Confirmative digital safe spaces are designed to enable individuals to
freely express their identities and ideas without fear of discrimination or
prejudice. Key characteristics of these spaces include reaffirmation—the
reinforcement of shared identities or beliefs—and homogeneity, as they
often bring together individuals with common experiences or perspec-
tives. Examples of confirmative digital safe spaces include those created for
and by the LGBTQI+ community, the Black community, and Indigenous
communities.

Activistic digital safe spaces serve as platforms for organization, resis-
tance, and collective action around social and political issues. These spaces
are often created by and for activists seeking to promote social justice
and drive societal change. Due to the political nature of their purpose,
activistic digital safe spaces are designed with strong boundaries to protect
their members from potential harm and tend to prioritize homogeneity to
maintain focus on their specific goals and mobilization efforts. Examples
of activistic digital safe spaces include those created to support women’s
rights, LGBTQI+ advocacy, and other social justice movements.

5.2. POLITICIZATION OF AN OPEN DIGITAL
SPACE (STUDY 2)

While the previous section established what constitutes a digital safe space,
Study 2 provides a critical contrast by examining an open digital space.
Through analysis of a live chat interaction, this study reveals how seem-
ingly neutral, open online environments can rapidly transform into con-
tested spaces. The case demonstrates how an absence of protective mecha-
nisms and moderation can lead to politicization and confrontation among
participants. Study 2 explores a digital collective action that occurred in
2019 on Twitch, a platform widely used by gamers (read section 4.3.2
in the Methodology section for more information about the platform),
involving the protests in Hong Kong and the video game company Bliz-
zard (also known as Activision-Blizzard) (more details about the case study
can be found in section 4.3). The research question leading this study was
“How do roles and associated feature usage emerge and manifest in the politi-
cization of live chats on Twitch?”
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The key contribution of Study 2 was the identification of four inter-
connected actors: mobilization, opposition, moderators, and spectators. The
Mobilization group consisted of activists advocating for their cause, using
political slogans and longer, more politically charged messages. The Oppo-
sition group consisted of chat members opposing the politicization of the
space. They reacted to the political messages from the Mobilization group
by expressing frustration and dissatisfaction with the sudden politiciza-
tion of the live chat. The Moderators acted as keepers of the space’s rules
and regulations. In the politicization of the Blizzard-Hong Kong case, the
Moderators were an essential group in the functioning of the live chat,
and in the case of a politicization process, they were key to returning the
space to its original “a-political” state. Last, the Spectators included both
human users and bots and were at the margins of the conflict between the
Mobilization and Opposition groups.

The variety of actors identified in Study 2 shows how Twitch live chats
foster opinion heterogeneity (i.e., diversity of voices in a social network
space) rather than echo chambers. The public and open nature, along with
the “chaotic” messages, political or not, made the space everything but
safe. The Blizzard-Hong Kong case is an example of how public, hetero-
geneous, and open spaces, despite clear rules and moderation, are rarely
safe. In the Blizzard-Hong Kong case, the live chat was not designed or
thought of as a space where political views could be respectfully discussed
or respectful communication fostered; on the contrary, the live chat was
mostly unregulated, and moderation only came in after the disruption of
the space happened.

5.3. CULTIVATING DIGITAL SAFE SPACES
(STUDY 3)

Research on digital safe spaces says that the perception of safety is crucial
for their survival and that they need to be constantly taken care of and
cultivated to stay safe (Linabary, 2017; The Roestone Collective, 2014). In
addition, some paradoxes exist naturally in digital safe spaces (e.g., safety/
danger, inclusivity/exclusivity, public/private), making it essential that
these spaces are deliberately cultivated to navigate these paradoxes (The
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Roestone Collective, 2014). However, the literature on digital safe spaces
has yet to delve much into what cultivation entails, what it involves, and
how a safe space can be cultivated. I took on this challenge for Study
3. Through a longitudinal study, I delved into unpacking the cultivation
process of digital safe spaces using the organization of the event Women
Game Jam (WG]J) as my case study (more details about the case study
and the methodology can be found in section 4.4). Study 3 focused on
the organizational aspect of cultivating digital safe spaces rather than the
outcome of the event. Study 3 did not delve into how the participants felt
about the cultivation but instead how the organizers of the space reasoned
and worked to cultivate their space. The research question leading this
study was, “What is the cultivation process of intended digital safe spaces for
marginalized groups?

Study 3’s key contribution lies in identifying that cultivation of digital
safe spaces manifests in three phases: preparing, fostering, and fallowing".
These terms were borrowed from the original agricultural meaning of cul-
tivation, where the cultivation of plants was seen as a process of growth
and evolution, and it matched perfectly the process explored in Study
3. The (agricultural) meaning of cultivation, according to the Merriam-
Webster dictionary, refers to preparing and fostering the soil from which
plants can grow or develop. Cultivation of digital safe spaces then evolves
through these three stages (i.e., preparing, fostering, and fallowing) and
may alternate between being “open” and “closed” to its participants as a
critical mechanism for keeping the space safe.

5.3.1. PREPARING

This first phase of cultivation occurs when the space is closed to the par-
ticipants, and it involves deciding the guidelines and rules of the space, the
inclusion and exclusion criteria, and setting up boundaries to ensure the
safety of the participants (Clark-Parsons, 2018; Cui et al., 2022; Haimson
et al., 2020). Preparing needs a significant amount of time to be devoted
to discussing better ways to design the space, understanding and adjusting

10 Agricultural term that means dormant or inactive. It is often used to describe when a
cultivated land is allowed to rest and lie idle for some time (Merriam-Webster, 2024a).
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the digital platform and its affordances, and even spending money on spe-
cial features for the digital platform (if required). Preparing involves two
main activities: selecting and configuring. Selecting is focused on choosing
insiders and outsiders of the space, agreeing upon the inclusion and exclu-
sion criteria, and creating mechanisms to ensure that only accepted people
enter the space. The selection process is a form of boundary work. Con-
figuring concerns shaping the digital platform to receive the participants
and adding security layers. Configuring the digital platform requires being
tech-savvy and knowing its specific features.

5.3.2. FOSTERING

The second phase of cultivation occurs when the space is opened to the
participants. It involves taking care of the space and the participants and
ensuring that the rules and norms regarding how to behave are followed.
Fostering is a form of maintenance and boundary work aimed at ensuring
adherence to the rule systems and protecting norms and beliefs (Mice-
lotta & Washington, 2013; Raynard et al., 2021), which requires resource-
intensive work on time and energy from the organizers and moderators of
the space. Fostering involves two main activities: supporting and monitor-
ing. Supporting involves making the participants feel cared for and sup-
ported so that they can experience emotional refuge in the space. Support-
ing can be part of designed support, where it is part of the space’s rules, or
it can be something that admins and organizers actively do to encourage
more of that behavior. Supporting the participants is seen as an activity
that fosters a sense of community and belonging. Monitoring involves
overseeing the space and ensuring its rules are being followed. Depending
on the size of the space, monitoring might be challenging for a small group
of people, which is why it is often carried out by many. Monitoring also
involves moderating discussions and imposing sanctions on those breaking
the rules.
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5.3.3. FALLOWING

The third phase of cultivation occurs when the space is closed to the par-
ticipants. The notion of fallowing in digital safe spaces is one of the most
important contributions of Study 3. Fallowing can be understood as a
temporal suspension and a time to reflect and improve the quality of the
digital safe space. The fallowing time can be of any length the organizers
deem necessary. After the preparing and fostering phases, the fallowing
phase is necessary to preserve the admins and organizers’ engagement,
revitalize their efforts, and recover. The periodic closure of the digital safe
space can be crucial for its long-term maintenance because long periods
of safeguarding a space can tax the emotional and energetic state of the
admins, organizers, and moderators. Fallowing is about resting and reflect-
ing upon what had happened during the digital safe space’s active phase
and paving the way for a safer space the next time it is opened. It includes
conserving what had worked well and identifying what had worked less
well during the active time to improve it. The fallowing time in agriculture
is an essential part of cultivation because if the soil is not well-rested, the
land will suffer degradation (FAO Regional Office for Asia and the Pacific,
1998; Klemick, 2011). Taking the agricultural example as an illustration,
if a digital safe space is not well-rested, the people inhabiting it and its
caretakers may exhaust their energy, making the space slowly die out. Fal-
lowing can be associated with the evolving phase in the literature of com-
munities of practice, where there are periods of “lower energy and redis-
covery,” and these are sometimes needed for the community to achieve
longevity (Wenger et al., 2023, p. 87).

Fallowing involves two main activities: resting and reflecting. Resting
involves taking time to rest from the maintenance and boundary work that
the digital safe space requires. The resting period is vital for the admins,
organizers, and moderators of the space because taking care of safe spaces
is emotionally and energetically taxing. Resting is about taking a bit of
distance from the space and the situations it may bring. It is also about the
recovery of energy and finding strength again for another round of cultiva-
tion. Reflecting involves evaluating how the digital safe space is going (or
went) and what can be done to improve it in terms of safety or any other
aspect deemed necessary. Reflecting includes conserving what had worked
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well when the space was active and identifying what had worked less well
to change it. It is important for the reflection time to also evaluate previous
reflections and acknowledge how much the space has changed since the
beginning to be aware of the evolution.

All three phases of cultivation focus both on providing a sense of safety
and a sense of safeness to the participants (read more in section 6.1). The
first one relates more to the Preparing phase, and the latter to the Fostering
and Fallowing phases.

5.4. DIGITAL SAFE SPACES AS DESIRED
TERRITORIES (STUDY 4)

Study 3 explored how digital safe spaces could be cultivated, but this
was analyzed from the perspective of the space organizers, so the partici-
pants’ perspectives were missing from the analytical spectrum. In Study 4,
through the longitudinal study of the Women Game Jam as my case study,
I explored the cultivation effect on participants, their experiences, and
what changed for them after being part of the event (more details about
the methodology can be found in section 4.4.6). Study 4 used the concept
of territory as a heuristic device to explore participants’ experiences within
the digital safe space. The research question leading this study was, “How
do digital safe spaces function as territories, and what is their transformative
potential?”

Territory is often associated with states and geographical locations
and has been described as having specific dimensions or characteristics
such as space, which are the environmental and material features, demar-
cation or boundaries, and constitution, which includes ideas and power
relations (Lambach, 2020, 2022). In a more sociological sense, territory
can also refer to any stable and organized system of meaning, identity,
or power, such as a nation, a culture, a language, or a psyche (Deleuze
& Guattari, 1983, 1987). Digital spaces have been studied as territo-
ries in various forms, often related to the role of the state in the digital
realm, data privacy, and cybersecurity (Daskala & Maghiros, 2006; Kou-
los, 2022; Lambach, 2020; Méllers, 2021; Morris, 2022). According to
Lambach (2020), digital spaces can be territorialized—that is a process by
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which a “contested space is formed and brought under the control of some
actor” (p. 488)—by three main actors on the internet: regular users (Pri-
vate Territories), government states (States and State Territories), and private
companies (Corporate Territories). Each actor creates borders and bound-
aries and exerts control over different aspects of the internet and digital
spaces. In Private Territories, regular users and content creators make and
use (digital/online) territories to organize and manage their communities,
often “piggybacking” onto corporate territories (e.g., Discord, Facebook,
WhatsApp) (Lambach, 2020). These users ‘materialize’ their territories
by creating names and logos to identify their spaces, creating boundaries
to protect them (often creating an inside/outside), and displaying power
using moderators and administrators that can censor or ban other space
users (Lambach, 2020). States and State Territories are “cyber-analogies to
physical state territor[ies]” (p. 494) and tend to communicate and exert
control over the space using national firewalls, “kill switches,” and data
location laws. “States reterritorialize the “national territory” in cyberspace”
(p. 494). Corporate Territories are created by companies that exert their
control and create boundaries by using digital rights management soft-
ware, limited licenses, cookies, and signup requirements. “Corporations
engage in “border management” by defining the level of access other cor-
porations have to their territories, data, and users” (Lambach, 2020, p.
498). For Study 4, I focused only on Private Territories for the general
analysis of the phenomena.

In Study 4, digital safe spaces were identified as having territorial char-
acteristics, such as a designated space, established boundaries, control, and
power relations. It is important to note that in the context of digital safe
spaces, boundaries and control are necessary to keep the members of the
space as safe as possible from outside harm. However, as noted by The Roe-
stone Collective (2014) and Clark-Parsons (2018), if these borders are too
rigid and the control too strict, they can become separatist spaces where
the tensions that emerge can break or divide the space.

The key contribution of Study 4 is how the digital safe space becomes a
desired territory where participants envision they can be or express them-
selves as they do not have the chance in other spaces or territories. This
desired territory becomes a critical aspect for potential participants of dig-
ital safe spaces because it is what motivates them to join. I have talked in
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Study 1 about how one of the characteristics of digital safe spaces is the
triggers that make people want to escape and find shelter in digital safe
spaces, but triggers are often associated with negative feelings and reactions
to hostile spaces (e.g., prejudice, stigma, discrimination). However, the
concept of desired territories is associated with the positive aspects people
imagine a digital safe space can be or offer them (e.g., freedom of expres-
sion or a better community to be part of).

Study 4 found that desired territories could help participants deterri-
torialize from less welcoming spaces and reterritorialize in the digital safe
space to make it their own. Deterritorialization is a concept that comes
from cultural studies, sociology, and philosophy, and it refers to how
social, cultural, and economic phenomena lose connection to specific geo-
graphic locations or territories, weakening established territorial boundar-
ies and identities (Deleuze & Guattari, 1983, 1987). According to Deleuze
and Guattari (1983; 1989), deterritorialization is also a positive process of
creating new territories, new connections, and new modes of expression.
It is transformational. These authors suggest that deterritorialization can
be a source of resistance and creativity, especially for marginalized and
oppressed groups, who can use it to challenge the dominant norms and
values and to invent new forms of life and expression. Deterritorialization
can be seen as an act of resistance in this way. Reterritorialization refers
to the process by which a place or territory undergoes a redefinition or
restructuring of its identity, meaning, and cultural significance (Deleuze
& Guattari, 1983, 1987; Lambach, 2020). In a broader sense, reterritori-
alization involves reorganizing social, cultural, political, or economic prac-
tices within a particular space (Lambach, 2020). In essence, reterritorial-
ization captures spaces’ dynamic and evolving nature and how they adapt
to changing circumstances (Lambach, 2020).

In Study 4, the deterritorialization process was identified as happening
when participants moved from other digital spaces or territories, mainly
from spaces where they were unwelcomed and located in the digital safe
spaces where they perceived it was a better space for them. The deterritori-
alization brought them new connections, new ways of relations, and new
ways of expression. The reterritorialization in Study 4 was identified when
the participants started making the digital safe space their own by engag-
ing with other participants and, in this way, restructuring and redefining
the space and their identities within it.
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5.5. DIGITAL SAFE SPACES FOR EMPOWERMENT
(BOOK CHAPTER)

Study 3 and Study 4 explored the cultivation process of digital safe spaces
and their potential transformative effect. By becoming desired territo-
ries where participants can de- and reterritorialize, these spaces can foster
transformation. The book chapter reflected on the impacts of cultivating
digital safe spaces on the participants’ psychological empowerment and
transformation.

The concept of empowerment varies greatly between fields and per-
spectives, and for the reflection on the book chapter, I used the idea of psy-
chological empowerment of Zimmerman (1995). Psychological empow-
erment happens at the individual level of analysis and “includes active
engagement in one’s community and an understanding of one’s sociopolit-
ical environment” (Zimmerman, 1995, p. 582). In psychological empow-
erment, two aspects are relevant: empowering processes, which are how
people become empowered, and empowered outcomes, which are the con-
sequences of those processes. Among the empowering processes, they must
create opportunities for community members to develop skills. These pro-
cesses may include empowering individuals who may act as mentors who
help others. Empowered outcomes can be understood as the consequences
of empowering processes. Since psychological empowerment looks differ-
ent for different people, takes different forms in various contexts, and is
a dynamic variable that changes and fluctuates over time, it is not easy
to measure the empowered outcomes. However, three components of
psychological empowerment are relevant when assessing outcomes: the
intrapersonal component, which is when an individual “believes he or she
has the capability to influence a given context” (Zimmerman, 1995, p.
590); the interpersonal component, which is the understanding of “how
the system works in that context” (p. 590); and the behavioral component,
which is the behavior or the actions taken “to exert control in the context”
(p- 590). All three components must be measured to capture psychological
empowerment fully.

In the book chapter, I used the previous definition of psychological
empowerment to reflect upon how digital safe spaces such as the WG] may
fit the characteristics of an empowering process. There, I argued that the

85



three phases of cultivation (i.e., preparing, fostering, and fallowing) have
an incidence in individuals’ (psychological) empowerment. In the chap-
ter, | reflected that, as digital safe spaces may have empowering processes,
they can also have empowerment outcomes, including its three compo-
nents (i.e., intrapersonal, interpersonal, and behavioral components). For
instance, in Study 4, it was evidenced that after their involvement in the
WG], the participants appeared to believe they could, in a way, influence
the video game development context by participating in more game jams
(intrapersonal component), creating their portfolios and sending them
to different companies and studios to find jobs there, and, for some of
them, creating their own studios (behavioral component). Based on this,
the empowerment outcome of the WG]J, as an empowering process, was
that the participants experienced (psychological) empowerment after par-
ticipating in it. In the book chapter analysis, I argued that cultivating the
WG] as a digital safe space enabled the participants to find conditions and
opportunities to gain security in their own skills and capabilities, material-
izing this security into empowerment. This means that digital safe spaces,
especially cultivated as explained in Study 3 (i.e., preparing, fostering, and
fallowing), have the potential to generate (psychological) empowerment in
their participants.
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6. DISCUSSION AND
CONTRIBUTIONS

This thesis responds to recent calls in Information Systems (IS) for deeper
exploration of marginalization and social injustices and digital technolo-
gies. First, it explores the general characteristics and types of these spaces,
creating a clear language and conceptualization of the phenomenon (Study
1). This also adds to the discussion about spaces in the IS field (Haj-Bolouri
et al., 2024). Second, it explores the politicization of an open and public
digital space that could be used as a comparative example with closed and
private digital safe spaces (Study 2). This study showed the politicization
of an “a-political” digital space, adding insights to research on collective
action and digital technologies (Ahuja et al., 2018; Kavada, 2015; Leong
et al., 2020; Selander & Jarvenpaa, 2016; Stewart & Schultze, 2019).
Third, this thesis engages in understanding the processes through which
digital safe spaces are organized and cultivated (Study 3). It examines the
power dynamics at play within these spaces, as well as the social and tech-
nical structures that either enable or restrict participation (Adam, 2002;
Curto-Millet et al., 2022; Curto-Millet & Canibano, 2023; Masiero,
2023) Fourth, it explores the experiences of marginalized individuals—
specifically women (aspiring) game developers—within digital safe spaces,
engaging with critical studies on how marginalized individuals resist domi-
nant discourses to form community and identity (Study 4). Particularly,
this last part connects with the studies about counterpublics in IS research
(Masiero, 2023; Renninger, 2015; Stewart & Schultze, 2019; Sutherland,
2019). These experiences of the participants are analyzed through the lens
of desired territories and the processes of deterritorialization and reterri-
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torialization, which also contribute to the discourse about space, control,
and power within digital spaces (Curto-Millet & Canibano, 2023; Haj-
Bolouri et al., 2024; Lambach, 2020).

In the following sections, I elaborate on additional contributions that
derived from working with this summary chapter. These contributions tar-
get mainly the IS field but also contribute to other fields such as media and
cultural studies, game studies, critical studies, and data justice.

6.1. CULTIVATING SAFENESS

This thesis brings forward the importance of cultivating “safeness” in digi-
tal safe spaces rather than only focusing on creating or increasing safety for
the participants. Research on safe spaces has tended to define them from
the sense of safety they provide to their members (The Roestone Collective,
2014). Safety is relational to the idea of threat and danger (which act as
triggers) and is focused on reducing said threat (i.e., safety seeking) involv-
ing vigilance, threat monitoring, and behaviors aimed at avoiding or neu-
tralizing potential danger (Gilbert, 2024; Heriot-Maitland & Longden,
2022; The Roestone Collective, 2014). The sense of safety is a building
block to the creation of safe spaces, but the other building blocks are also
notions such as solidarity, a sense of community, and support that consti-
tute a sense of safeness. The sense of safeness is focused on the presence of
positive, supportive, and trustworthy resources, both social and environ-
mental, and it involves feelings of being calm, secure, and free from danger
(Gilbert, 2024; Heriot-Maitland & Longden, 2022; Nguyen et al., 2022).
Safeness applied to society leads to social safeness, which refers to the sense
of safeness derived from positive social relationships and interactions and
includes feelings of belonging, being cared for, and connectedness within a
social context (ibid.). In online settings, the social safeness felt from online
relationships can help improve the mental well-being of people (Nguyen
et al., 2022). The literature on safe spaces has focused less on the sense of
safeness. This thesis, through the study of the Women Game Jam (Studies
3 and 4), expands the understanding of digital safe spaces by highlight-
ing the importance of cultivating digital safe spaces and the work and
resources needed to do so. The findings demonstrate how well-cultivated
digital safe spaces can transform participants’ self-perception and profes-
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sional confidence, potentially contributing to broader social change. Based
on this, I argue that digital safe spaces should both be spaces for safety (i.e.,
a refuge from harm) and for social safeness (i.e., a space for care and con-
nection). Digital safe spaces that focus on creating a sense of safeness by
cultivating them to be spaces for support, nourishment, and connection
are spaces that can potentially be transformative for the participants. By
theorizing about cultivating safeness in digital safe spaces, I engage with
broader critical discussions on the importance of increasing the safeness
and social safeness in people, especially marginalized groups, relevant to

fields like psychology, gender studies, and data justice.

6.2. DIFFERENTIATING DIGITAL SAFE SPACES

This thesis offers two distinctive case studies that could be used to ana-
lyze the differences between digital safe spaces, such as the one in Studies
3 and 4 (i.e., Women Game Jam), and other digital spaces, such as the
one in Study 2 (i.e., Blizzard-Hong Kong). From a general perspective,
the Women Game Jam case study (Studies 3 and 4) brings forward the
importance of having a closed, invite-only, private space that has clear
boundaries and strict inclusion criteria to create a sense of safety and safe-
ness for the participants. This space was formed to be a safe haven for
women interested in game development, and it was focused on support
and well-being. As opposed to this type of space, the Blizzard-Hong Kong
case study (Study 2) brings forward the type of “chaos” that open and
public spaces may receive. The lack of moderation and rules invited a more
heterogeneous type of crowd that behaved in unpredicted and “trolling”
ways, making it zor a safe space. Abstracting from the two case studies and
using the findings from Study 1 as well, general differences can be traced
between digital safe spaces (DSSs) and other digital spaces (ODSs) (see a
summary in Table 12): First, DSSs tend to be private spaces (some excep-
tions can be seen in Cui et al., 2022; Sutherland, 2019) that use this to
protect their participants from harm (Ammari et al., 2022; Clark-Parsons,
2018; Scheuerman et al., 2018). They are used as a refuge from harm,
harassment, or discrimination. ODSs may be public and open and not
necessarily focused on the protection or safety of their participants. They
are usually not used as a refuge. DSSs focus on fostering support and
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bringing well-being to their participants (Andalibi et al., 2018; Ringland
et al., 2015). ODSs focus on other things, such as general communica-
tion, entertainment, or commerce, and they do not necessarily prioritize
well-being and support (Bulygin et al., 2020; Faraj et al., 2016; Ford et al.,
2017). DSSs tend to be highly moderated or monitored to keep the space
safe from harmful behavior (Ammari et al., 2022; Gibson, 2019). ODSs
may have minimal or inconsistent moderation, making them prone to
unexpected abusive behavior, trolling, or toxicity (Blodgett, 2020; Dem-
sar et al., 2021; A. Massanari, 2017). Finally, DSSs are cultivated to be
safe (Clark-Parsons, 2018; Linabary, 2017). ODSs do not have such cul-
tivation. This differentiation contributes to the conversation about spaces
within the information systems field and in media and cultural studies. It
can also be broadened and serve as a basis for examining the differences
among various digital spaces, such as open-source and fan communities.

Table 12. Summary of comparison between digital safe spaces and other digital spaces
Digital safe spaces (Study 1, 3, 4) | Other digital spaces (Study 2)
Closed and private (invite-only) Open and public
Refuge from harm, harassment, or

Lo Not a refuge
discrimination

Focused on entertainment, general

Focused on support and well-being .
communication, or commerce

Highly moderated Minimal/inconsistently moderated
Cultivated Not cultivated

6.3. DIGITAL SAFE SPACES IN THE SPATTAL
FRAMEWORK

In a general sense, this thesis may be interpreted from the perspective of
the spatial framework proposed by Haj-Bolouri et al. (2024). At least three
out of the four spatial themes proposed in the framework are discussed in
the findings of this thesis. For instance, from the representative space theme
(i.e., “materialization of space through formal and verifiable characteristics”
(p- 10)), the public digital space of Twitch (Study 2) and the closed digital
space of Discord (Study 3 and 4) posed issues related to boundary work,
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moderation, and permeability of the space (especially Twitch). Related to
the differentiating space theme (i.e., materialization of space through social
practices), both digital safe spaces (Study 1, 3, and 4) and nor digital safe
spaces (Study 2) are constructed through social practices and relational
experiences. And related to the disclosing space theme (i.e., “materialization
of space as an emerging phenomenon” (p. 12)), the phenomenon studied
in the nor digital safe space (Study 2) emerged and changed the space as
the mobilization was being unfolded both out and inside the digital space.
This thesis, however, sought to give a more holistic view of digital safe
spaces as opposed to only focusing on one spatial theme. Based on this
and through the studies in this thesis, I conceptualize digital safe spaces
as complex, socio-political, relational, and emergent spaces full of paradoxes
that, with proper care and cultivation for safety and safeness, can be potential
transformative spaces for participants.

6.4. PRACTICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

This thesis presents several insights and recommendations for practitioners
who engage or are interested in creating digital safe spaces, both event-
type safe spaces such as game jams and hackathons and more long-term
safe spaces. First, practitioners can use the list of characteristics and types
of digital safe spaces provided in Study 1 as inspiration to help design
and create their own digital spaces and recognize the characteristics they
include. Second, practitioners can also take inspiration from cultivating
for safeness and see if they can apply all the phases of cultivation (i.e., pre-
paring, fostering, and fallowing) identified in Study 3. For building digi-
tal safe spaces that are not event-type spaces, admins and organizers can
especially consider applying the fallowing phase, as the fallow time can be
vital for the sustainability of the space, ensuring the energy recovery of all
implicated (admins and participants alike). Third, practitioners can take
inspiration from the politicization that occurred on Twitch’s live chats pre-
sented in Study 2 and plan ahead if they are planning to have a more open
space that may receive a more heterogeneous crowd. They may want to put
in place more moderation or include clear rules that help participants feel
safer. Fourth, practitioners can also take inspiration from the findings in
Study 4 and consciously create a space where the boundaries and purpose
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of the space are communicated in a way that makes their digital safe space
a desired territory. They may also recognize the potential transformative
effect their space may have on the participants, especially if they are mar-
ginalized groups. Practitioners should remember that digital safe spaces
have to negotiate paradoxes and that they should strive to make their space
as safe as possible, knowing that “no digital space can ever be truly safe for
all participants at all times.” (Clark-Parsons, 2018, pp. 2141-2142).
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7. CONCLUSIONS

This thesis has explored the notion of digital safe spaces in depth through
four interconnected studies and one book chapter. Each study brought
attention to different aspects of these spaces, such as their characteristics
and types, this way developing a language to distinguish digital safe spaces
from other digital spaces; the importance of cultivating these spaces (espe-
cially letting them rest for their sustainability); and the perception of these
spaces as desired territories where participants could experience potential
transformation. Together, these studies allowed for a conceptualization of
digital safe spaces as complex, socio-political, relational, and emergent spaces
[full of paradoxes that, with proper care and cultivation for safety and safeness,
can be potential transformative spaces for participants. This thesis contributes
to the broader discourse on digital safe spaces and the growing interest
in the IS field for more studies about marginalized groups, counterpub-
lics, inclusion, and how to support well-being and social change in digital
spaces. Beyond the IS field, this thesis contributes to discourses about gen-
der in game development spaces, the video game industry, and game jams
relevant to feminist, cultural, media, and game studies.
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8. LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE
RESEARCH

8.1. LIMITATIONS AND RESEARCH
OPPORTUNITIES OF THE NOTION OF DIGITAL
SAFE SPACES

In this section, I will mainly discuss the limitations of the notion of digi-
tal safe spaces and, in a general manner, mention whether that limitation
applies to this thesis. The respective papers, which are included in Part 2 of
this thesis, provide additional and specific limitations.

As T have shown in this thesis, the notion of digital safe spaces is use-
ful to understand how marginalized groups, in this case, women, form,
cultivate, and leverage these spaces to create community, support, and the
potential for transformation. However, I cannot pretend that this notion
does not have its limitations in theoretical and practical terms. I discussed
before that the perception of a space as safe was important to participants
who seek to be part of a digital safe space. The concepts of “safeness” and
“safety” are subjective, and what feels safe for one person may not feel safe
for another. Participants may enter these spaces with the expectation of
complete protection from harm, only to experience safety breaches due to
internal tensions and feuds, extreme or not enough moderation, platform
vulnerabilities, or malicious infiltrated actors (Cui et al., 2022; Scheuer-
man et al., 2018). This discrepancy between expectation (or desire) and
reality can lead to disappointment, distrust, and further emotional harm
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(read more on Scheuerman et al., 2018). As the literature on digital safe
spaces has remarked, “no digital space can ever be truly safe for all par-
ticipants at all times.” (Clark-Parsons, 2018, pp. 2141-2142) Digital safe
spaces have to deal with paradoxes (The Roestone Collective, 2014) that
may create more problems than solutions for organizers and admins of
these spaces. These paradoxes can also cause theoretical challenges for
researchers who may struggle to frame digital safe spaces in a positive light
only. It is essential to take into consideration the gray areas of the con-
cept when discussing it in the future. In this research, I have shown some
paradoxes that arise when creating a digital safe space (e.g., inclusion and
exclusion), but I have mostly focused on the sense of safeness (as opposed
to the sense of safety) as an aspect that should be paid more attention to in
research. I recognize this is a limitation of this research.

Another issue with digital safe spaces is moderation. Attempts to mod-
erate safe spaces may sometimes be perceived as forms of censorship, where
certain voices or opinions are excluded to maintain a particular sense of
security (Gibson, 2019). This can become more problematic when the
rules of the space are overly restrictive or used to silence dissenting voices.
Balancing the right to free expression with the need for safety is complex,
and it needs careful treatment to avoid leading participants to self-censor-
ing processes (Gibson, 2019; Noelle-Neumann, 1974). In addition, when
large digital safe spaces rely on automated systems for moderation, which
usually take the form of bots, they can misinterpret context and either
over-censor or fail to flag harmful content (Brewer et al., 2020). This can
undermine the sense of safety and lead to both false positives and nega-
tives in content moderation (ibid.). The moderation issue is a great oppor-
tunity to continue researching moderation strategies (both manual and
automated) in digital safe spaces, where due to the nature of the spaces,
moderation can take different forms. In this research, moderation has not
been the focal point, and I recognize this as a limitation of the research.

Boundary management can also be problematic when the inclusion
and exclusion of participants in a digital safe space becomes too rigid.
Digital safe spaces are built on the idea that some people may be left out of
the space due to safety concerns (Haimson et al., 2020). However, “gate-
keeping” access to a person who might need such a space can be the source
of some tension. As with moderation, boundary management is a balanc-
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ing act between protecting the participants inside the space and excluding
people who may want to or should be part of it (Haimson et al., 2020;
Johnson et al., 2022). Organizers and admins must constantly negotiate
the limits of the space they created and agree on who is in and out of it. In
this research, I have explored this aspect, but only from the perspective of
the ones that got included, which I recognize as a limitation. Researchers
can take this as an opportunity to explore boundary work and strategies
to maintain a digital safe space from all angles (e.g., the ones that got
excluded and included).

I also recognize that digital safe spaces may, inadvertently, may also
create echo chambers. These spaces are built to be secluded from other
digital spaces, and for this exact reason, participants may be exposed only
to like-minded views, limiting their engagement with other or diverse
perspectives (Wiener, 2017). Depending on the type of digital safe space
(e.g., activistic digital safe space), this lack of engagement with other per-
spectives can hinder constructive debate and critical thinking, leading to
tensions and polarization. Not all digital safe spaces create echo chambers,
but they may be at risk if not managed well. In addition, the reliance
on digital platforms owned by big companies (e.g., Meta) to create these
spaces makes digital safe spaces be at the mercy of changing algorithms,
often coming from corporate agendas and profit motives, that may affect
the echo chamber effect on these spaces. Much more research on the algo-
rithmic effect on digital safe spaces is needed to understand how these
communities are affected or even how they use these algorithms to their
advantage. The echo chamber effect is not a focal point in this research
mostly because it did not appear in the data. The Women Game Jam was a
space for creativity and exploration, and it was expected to include diverse
perspectives, so there was no evidence of echo chambers in the studies.

Lastly, there is the issue of digital safe spaces being used by groups of
people who actively seek to hurt others. The same mechanisms used by
marginalized communities to create and cultivate digital safe spaces to find
shelter from harm can be used by dominant/oppressor groups (e.g., white
supremacists) or dangerous groups for society (e.g., pedophiles) to form
“safe” spaces (for them) to plot to harm or harm other members of society
(e.g., marginalized individuals) (Lokmanoglu & Veilleux-Lepage, 2020;
Maggio, 2019). Digital safe spaces start from the desire to find a separate
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space to exist, find community and support, and be away from the public
eye. Oppressors and dangerous groups may want to find the same types of
things in a “safe” space, but instead of using that space to improve society,
they galvanize the mechanisms of the “safe” spaces to avoid getting caught
(Lokmanoglu & Veilleux-Lepage, 2020). It is common that these groups
form their own digital “safe” spaces outside of mainstream digital platforms
and use more unmonitored platforms such as 8chan (A. Massanari, 2017),
Telegram (Lokmanoglu & Veilleux-Lepage, 2020), or Discord (Blout &
Burkart, 2021) (although after the ‘Unite the Right’ rally in 2017, Discord
changed their policies to monitor the Discord servers more (Brown, 2020;
Graggle, 2021)). I call upon future research to explore more the mecha-
nisms these dominant/oppressor groups or dangerous groups employ to
create their “safe” spaces (or dangerous spaces), how they differ from the
mechanisms employed by marginalized communities, and how can these
spaces be identified to avoid the harm they may cause to other groups of
society. This thesis did not analyze this phenomenon, as it focused solely
on digital safe spaces used by marginalized communities.

8.2. PERSONAL FUTURE RESEARCH

As part of my personal future endeavors, I would like to make use of the
rich data I collected for this thesis and continue exploring avenues related
to digital safe spaces. For instance, I would like to explore the paradoxical
tensions derived from digital safe spaces and not digital safe spaces, such as
public vs private and closed vs open. Also, the Women Game Jam initia-
tive comes from Latin American countries and is primarily widespread in
the “Global South” (i.e., Latin American and African countries). Based on
that, I would love to study digital safe spaces designed and created by Latin
American minds and how this influences the dynamics of the space, what
is expected to happen there, and the type of relations that work there. This
can add to the growing interest in the IS field for decolonizing IS research
(Masiero, 2023; Petrakaki et al., 2023). Like Srinivasan (2012) said,
“[tJhe digital world need not solely be conceived in Western, elite terms,
but instead can and should be re-envisioned as a space that empowers the
values, priorities, and ontologies held by global users from the ‘margins,
within the developing world [because these] users ... hold the potential to
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dramatically influence research on digital cultures, particularly around the
question of whose voices drive the architectures, algorithms, and languages
of new media.” (cited by Sharma et al., 2019, p. 61) Regarding this, I
would like to compare participants’ experiences in game jams, specifically
the Women Game Jam, from the northern part of the world (e.g., Europe)
and the southern part (e.g., Latin America). Also, how do South American
game jams differ from game jams created by other parts of the world (e.g.,
Global Game Jam created in the USA)? Lastly, the book chapter included
in this thesis is not a peer-reviewed paper, which creates an opportunity
for me to turn it into a journal paper where the issue of empowerment and
digital safe spaces can be explored. It would be interesting to study how
digital safe spaces play a role (or not) in empowerment processes.
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