DL 837 Y4 New Media Studies  
Submission Form 
This cover sheet must be completed, signed and attached to the front of every assignment that is submitted for continuous assessment on this programme.  
NAME: Callum Davitt 
STUDENT NUMBER: N00222524  
MODULE: Major Project
 
ASSIGNMENT: Major Project Critical Essay. Word count: 3188
 
By ticking the boxes below, I declare that I have: 
☑
Acknowledged all sources used in completing this assignment           
☑
Referenced all sources, in text, at the point that they have been cited  
 
Signed:  Callum Davitt (on date of submission of assignment) 
 
Date:     16/04/2026
How Participatory Culture Blurs the Line Between Fans and Developers

Since the dawn of video game creation and consumption, fans and developers have co-existed alongside one another in a mutually beneficial relationship. Both groups are somewhat dependent on one another to sustain their wants and needs. While there are many more categories and factors at play in the video game sphere, these two groups are the most integral ones. Most video game developers are paid employees whose task is to make video games that will later be sold to the fans. On the contrary, to be a fan requires no clear objective other than to derive enjoyment out of said media. It’s evident that there are distinctions between these two groups, and yet, it’s normal for there to be crossovers, primarily due to participatory culture. These crossovers between fans and developers have materialised in many forms, but the instances I will focus on are those where fans have directly affected official products in various ways. Many such examples of these situations can be seen within the Sonic the Hedgehog franchise, which is my reasoning for choosing this franchise as the basis of analysis. I argue that the participatory culture seen in the Sonic fandom has led to the blurring of the traditional boundary seen between producer and consumer. This phenomenon has resulted in a vast amount of fan creativity and engagement while simultaneously reinforcing corporate control through systems of unpaid labour and exploitation.
Participatory culture within the context of media, describes a culture where media consumers are no longer passive, but instead, active participants who engage in the creation, sharing and circulation of various content. This culture is perpetuated by its relatively low barrier to entry and sustained by the communities built from it that typically encourage participation[footnoteRef:26171]. Any social media site such as YouTube, Instagram, Reddit, etc, would serve as a prime example of participatory culture, since they not only encourage participation, but actively rely on it. Another key example of participatory culture is fandoms, which are typically born from passionate fans that are looking for a creative outlet, and who decide to explore this outlet through the lens of media that they enjoy. It’s clear that participatory culture is not some rare or unseen occurrence; in fact, it has become increasingly visible and commonplace over the years. As such, participatory culture is a topic that has been thoroughly investigated and debated on by numerous academics. It is a nuanced topic, with many scholars finding it difficult to reach a clear-cut consensus as to how it should be viewed. [26171:  Mirko T. Schäfer, Bastard Culture!: How User Participation Transforms Cultural Production, (Amsterdam University Press, 2011), p. 41-43] 

Henry Jenkins serves as an example of a scholar who believes that the good of participatory culture outweighs the bad. Notably, he was also the one to both coin and popularise the term participatory culture. Henry has continuously held the belief that participatory culture directly leads the empowerment of the audience, as they are able to interpret and reshape media in various ways, fostering creativity and enjoyment[footnoteRef:1377]. It’s also common that the participants are invested for reasons other than money or personal gain but instead are simply passionate about the subject matter and wish to share a creation or contribution with a community of like-minded people. He also emphasises that fandoms comprise of participators rather than interactors, as interaction only operates within a predefined scope set by the producer, while participation is more open-ended and gives more power to the consumer than the producer[footnoteRef:25336]. This isn’t to say that Henry is in denial of the difference in power dynamics between fans and developers that are skewed in the developer's favour. He acknowledges these dynamics while simultaneously believing that the passion and love that fans hold for the system of participatory culture speaks for itself. [1377:  Henry Jenkins, Textual Poachers: Television Fans & Participatory Culture, (Routledge, 1992), p. 45-46
]  [25336:  Henry Jenkins, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide, (NYU Press, 2006), p. 133
] 

The same positive outlook on participatory culture cannot be said for all scholars, as there are many who view it in a more negative light. Tizziana Terranova is a prime example of this, as she has thoroughly expressed her disdain for the predatory nature in which corporations leverage participatory culture to use to their advantage. She attributes most internet forms of participatory culture as a form of “free labour” that are becoming more normalised due to the continuous glamorisation of digital labour[footnoteRef:4785]. A viewpoint that is becoming increasingly relevant in the age of social media where attention and interaction are being perceived with more importance. Many people like to view their engagements with participatory culture as a hobby, but when the overhanging corporations are benefiting financially from said hobbies, it’s hard to deny the viewpoint of free labour. It’s also worth bringing up Nico Carpentier, who believes that the concept of participatory culture is overused due to him holding different definitions for interactivity and participation. Carpentier proposes that almost all fandom interactions fall under “minimalist” participation, because no matter what fans create, the control of the franchise ultimately falls upon the owners[footnoteRef:21879]. While I don’t quite agree that fandom interactions shouldn’t be classified as participatory culture, he does highlight a flaw with how broad the term participatory culture is. A flaw that partially stems from participatory culture having such a low barrier to entry. He also helps to reemphasise the important truth that no matter how much participatory culture manages to affect official products; it remains that corporations solely hold any real power over the products that they output. [4785:  Tiziana Terranova, Free Labour: Producing Culture for the Digital Economy, (Duke University Press, 2000), p. 34
]  [21879:  Nico Carpentier, Media and Participation: A Site of Ideological-Democratic Struggle, (Intellect, 2011), p. 17-20
] 

The main reason I chose to discuss the Sonic the Hedgehog franchise is because of its notoriously passionate fanbase. For better or worse, Sonic fans have amassed quite the reputation over time for being outspoken about both their love for the franchise, as well as the areas they believe the series can improve. This stems from the fact that Sonic is a continuously evolving franchise that has experimented with many different gameplay and visual styles. For example, in some games he’s a mute, small round hedgehog running through colourful, cartoony worlds. While in other games, he’s a voice acted, taller, more human shaped hedgehog running through environments that are much closer to realism than fantasy. This experimentation and inconsistency have resulted in a mix mash of fans, who all hold different interpretations of what a Sonic game should be. Which in turn, has led to many passionate Sonic fans taking up the mantle of developer and directly altering official Sonic video games in various ways.
As a result of this, participatory culture within the Sonic the Hedgehog franchise has produced a “two-way ownership” where fans have opted to develop for the video games alongside the official developers, albeit in an unofficial capacity. This has culminated in a substantial amount of modding created for official releases, and even wholly original fan-games. The vast majority of which were made from a place of passion, ranging from creating a unique interpretation of Sonic or his world, to inciting what they believe would be an improvement for the quality standard of franchise[footnoteRef:10555]. Interestingly, the parent company Sega is often praised for their tolerance of these fan creations, to the point where if a fan creator were to charge any amount of money for their mod or fan game, the Sonic community has been known to shun, ridicule and excommunicate them out of fear of the community losing the so-called “privilege” of tolerance that Sega gives them. This tolerance requires little to no effort on the behalf of Sega, and yet fans have proven to value it through performing these acts of self-regulation. These acts are primarily done out of fear of what Sega ‘might’ do if there was no self-governing, despite Sega making no official comments as to whether there would be any ramifications. Ultimately, this self-regulation reinforces the power that Sega has over the fans because it is an entirely self-imposed duty, despite it being solely Sega’s responsibility to enforce copyright protection.  [10555:  Paul Booth, Digital Fandom 2.0: New Media Studies, (Peter Lang Publishing Inc, 2016), p. 27-29] 

It's hard to know for certain why this occurs, but it suggests that Sonic fans are happy with their current level of influence on the franchise, and don’t want to jeopardise this influence. I believe this is due to Sonic fans having a prolific number of cases where they have directly affected the official Sonic video games in a variety of ways. These cases show why it’s so difficult to accurately measure the power dynamics between fans and corporations, because despite corporations holding the final say, fans have proven to hold varying degrees of influence as to what that final say will look like. There are many such instances within the Sonic the Hedgehog franchise, but for the sake of choosing prime examples, I will only be highlighting 3 instances in which Sonic fans directly affected official Sonic games with the games Sonic Frontiers, Sonic Adventure and Sonic Mania respectively. These case studies reveal a way in which fan creativity can result in an unofficial form of production for the franchise, while demonstrating both the empowering and predatory undertones that are present throughout.
[bookmark: _Int_A0mqcFOS]My reasoning for choosing these three case studies is due to each scenario providing unique examples of fans engaging with the franchise through participatory culture. The first case study I will discuss is related to the video game titled Sonic Frontiers, and how fans found an avenue through participatory culture where their feedback was actively received and later acted upon. Sonic Frontiers was released in 2022 and was considered a bold new direction for the franchise. It was generally well received at the time, but it still generated a lot of discourse, where fans discussed areas of the game that they felt needed improvement. These discussions were seen on many social media platforms but were most apparent on “X” (formerly known as Twitter). The primary reason being that the director of the game, Morio Kishimoto, was active on the site at the time and promising to release updates to the game post release. On top of this, he also made an effort to respond to hundreds of critiques and praises alike. This form of engagement between fans and developers is rarely seen within the gaming industry. While discourse is commonplace within fandoms, it is almost never directly interacted with by the developers. They typically opt for silence, often leaving fans unsure as to whether developers have ever seen their feedback. 
[bookmark: _Int_14TTo4jU]Needless to say, Morio did not implement all the feedback he received into the updates made to Sonic Frontiers, but many of the most popular requests were acted upon. This unique situation of fan feedback being engaged with and acted upon reflects Henry Jenkins’ viewpoint of participatory culture leading to audience empowerment. Largely due to the direct communication between producer and consumer resulting in fans having a genuine role in shaping the final product. This event is almost exclusively regarded in a positive light by the Sonic fandom, with it often praised for somewhat involving fans in the development process. However, this scenario simultaneously reflects Nico Carpentier’s argument that most forms of participatory culture are “minimalist”, since the power to interpret, select, and implement this fan feedback solely remained in the hands of the developers. While fans contributed ideas, they had no authority as to whether their ideas should be acted upon, ultimately demonstrating how visibility of participation can be mistaken for actual influence[footnoteRef:6145]. I don’t believe that either concept from Jenkins or Carpentier invalidate one another but rather are both true simultaneously. As such, Sonic Frontiers demonstrates that participatory culture can provide a sense of empowerment through visible responses, while the true level of influence ultimately remains constricted by the scope imposed by corporations. [6145:  Nico Carpentier, Media and Participation: A Site of Ideological-Democratic Struggle, (Intellect, 2011), p. 67-70] 

Now for my second case study, Sonic Adventure, where I will discuss a situation in which fans donned the mantle of developer, and took it upon themselves to fix a dormant, issue ridden game. Sonic Adventure was originally released in 1999 on the Sega Dreamcast. It was later remastered and re-released in 2004 and then in 2010. Each time Sonic Adventure was ported, there were new technical and visual issues introduced that were never present in the original release of the game. There is a large array of small issues, but the most glaring issues can be seen through glitches that lead to players falling out of bounds, as well as the lighting system being broken, leading to characters always being bright even at night. As such, the ‘newest’ version of Sonic Adventure is arguably the worst version of the game, despite being the only version available for purchase on modern gaming platforms. However, those who own Sonic Adventure on PC have the option to improve the game through the realm of fan modding. Modding in relation to video games, is the act of physically altering the game files in order to achieve various results. This means that mods essentially act as unofficial updates that are packaged and posted online for people to download and use for free. Some mods will only change the appearance of a few objects, while others might introduce gameplay changes, bug fixes, or even brand-new content. In the case of Sonic Adventure, exploring the avenue of modding can allow someone to transform the PC release of Sonic Adventure from arguably the worst way to experience Sonic Adventure, to the undeniable best way. 
The modding community surrounding Sonic Adventure provides another example aligning with Jenkins’ viewpoint on participatory culture, as it’s example of fans meaningfully engaging with and reshaping the media they consume. There is a clearer case here for fan empowerment than what was seen with Sonic Frontiers, as in this instance, fans have showcased direct agency regarding the alteration of Sonic Adventure. It’s through this work that fans have managed to work together to fix their issues with a game that had been long abandoned by developers[footnoteRef:29456]. However, the positive lens of this scenario only extends so far, as this modding community arguably provides the clearest example of what Tiziana Terranova describes as “free labour” within digital culture. While modders are mostly motivated by passion and a desire to improve the game, they are directly benefiting Sega by enhancing their product quality without any financial compensation. Regardless of how much modders enjoy the act of modding, they are still performing an act of free labour due to essentially doing the jobs of the developers for them. This reinforces Terranova’s argument that participatory culture is frequently exploited by corporations, as Sega is profiting from these user generated contributions while remaining detached from the labour itself[footnoteRef:24791]. Even still, despite being aware of these facts I can’t help but view the modding community in a positive light. Even with the passion of modders being exploited by corporations, their mods remain celebrated by the community from which they were created.  [29456:  Henry Jenkins, Mizuko Ito, Danah Boyd, Participatory Culture in a Networked Era, (Polity Press, 2016), p. 21-23
]  [24791:  Tiziana Terranova, Free Labour: Producing Culture for the Digital Economy, (Duke University Press, 2000), p. 47-49
] 

The last case study I will discuss is related to Sonic Mania, showcasing a scenario where participatory culture led to fans becoming contracted developers. Sonic Mania was released in 2017 and quickly became one of the most highly regarded Sonic games of all time. It was seen by many as a return to form and a true successor to the Classic Sonic games that the franchise was built upon. The primary developer in charge of this project was Christian Whitehead, who notably began his video game development journey by creating and posting unofficial Sonic games online. This journey began in 2006, when he decided to combine his interest in Sonic the Hedgehog with his interest for creating video games. The result of which was a Sonic fan game named Retro Sonic in 2007, which was considered quite impressive due to the graphics engine he created for it. He released a second Sonic fangame the following year, but more importantly, these fangames gave him the confidence to contact Sega about using his engine to port the classic Sonic games onto mobile devices. After much back and forth, Sega eventually gave Christian the green flag and after years spent porting each of the classic Sonic games to mobile, Christian then pitched and later created Sonic Mania.
[bookmark: _Int_EsHstNE3]Sonic Mania is commonly referred to as being made “By the fans, for the fans” and it’s clear to why, considering the circumstances surrounding it. It is a product born from fandom and participatory culture. The development and release of this game provides the most clear-cut example of Jenkins’ belief that participatory culture can result in fans transitioning from consumers to producers through creative engagement. Christian Whitehead’s journey as a developer suggests that participatory culture can create legitimate pathways into the industry. I used to only view this story through a positive lens, but through writing this essay I've become more apparent of the harsh realities that it presents. In what felt like a perfect example of participatory culture challenging corporate control, I’ve come to realise that Christian’s success was enabled through earlier forms of unpaid labour that functioned as the source of the skillset and portfolio needed to secure his jobs with Sega. Furthermore, even when working on Sonic Mania, there remained a small but apparent distinction between the hired fan developers and the main development team. Even in this scenario of a fan managing to hold the reins on creative decision making, Nico Carpentier’s distinction between power and participation continues to be relevant. While Sega was mostly absent from the development of Sonic Mania, their involvement in everything Sonic-related is a silent inevitability due to them holding the final say about every decision made by Christian Whitehead and his team. This case illustrates that no matter how much the power dynamics between fans and developers shift in the fans favour, the boundary is almost impossible to be fully dissolved, as corporations can selectively incorporate fan labour while maintaining structural control[footnoteRef:14615].  [14615:  Nico Carpentier, Media and Participation: A Site of Ideological-Democratic Struggle, (Intellect, 2011), p. 139-140
] 

Ultimately, it’s evident that participatory culture within the Sonic the Hedgehog franchise does not eliminate the barrier between fans and developers. This barrier is an obstacle that is deep rooted under layers of corporate control and will likely continue to remain untouchable. Still, I hope this essay has made it clear that despite the omnipresence of this barrier, it is only the roots of it that remains consistent, while rest of it is subject to change. In other words, despite corporations continuing to hold the final say in green lighting decisions, participatory culture has proven to directly affect how they approach and develop their products. Through the analysis of my chosen case studies with Sonic Frontiers, Sonic Adventure, and Sonic Mania, I hope to have made it clear the power that fans hold. Whether it’s through feedback, modifications or direct involvement in development, fans have proven to hold varying degrees of influence on how a franchise is shaped. This influence however takes its toll, as it’s only through a fans dedication to the franchise that allows them to hold any power, further strengthening the already fixed root of the barrier. Fans and developers live in a constant state of interchangeability, where the levels of influence that fans can achieve are inconsistent and everchanging. In conclusion, Participatory culture does not fully dissolve the boundary between fans and developers but rather reshapes it into a more flexible but ultimately controlled relationship, where influence can be seen and negotiated, but never full transferred.









Bibliography

Booth, Paul, Digital Fandom 2.0: New Media Studies, (Peter Lang Publishing Inc, 2016)
Carpentier, Nico, Media and Participation: A Site of Ideological-Democratic Struggle, (Intellect, 2011)

Jenkins, Henry, Mizuko Ito, Danah Boyd, Participatory Culture in a Networked Era, (Polity Press, 2016)

——, Textual Poachers: Television Fans & Participatory Culture, (Routledge, 1992)

——, Convergence Culture: Where Old and New Media Collide, (NYU Press, 2006)

Schäfer, Mirko T., Bastard Culture!: How User Participation Transforms Cultural Production, (Amsterdam University Press, 2011)
Terranova, Tiziana, Free Labour: Producing Culture for the Digital Economy, (Duke University Press, 2000)

