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Gaming is for boys.

Why don’t you go
back to the kitchen.

I guess we’re gonna lose,
we have a girl on our team.

Phrases heard in-game

Abstract
Research has shown that a lot of female gamers
experience harassment whilst playing online. They
are seen as outsiders pushing their way into a space
not designed for them, especially in shooter games
like Counter-Strike, Overwatch, Valorant and Rainbow
Six Siege. Women have developed strategies to deal
with this such as hiding their gender by not using
voice chat and seeking safe spaces. This hostility
and sexism in the gaming industry is further endorsed
through stereotypical characters and gender
marketing, resulting in design that caters mostly to
the male gaze.
In this thesis, I ask: what obstacles do women face
in (online) gaming? Why is gaming not seen as a girls’
activity? To explore the ways women are treated
in-game I conducted interviews with several female
gamers including a professional female eSports
team to collect stories and experiences. I made use
of scientific studies that looked into behaviour and
delved into the origins of certain stereotypes.
Research shows that a lot of women stop playing due
to harassment and the feeling of being unwelcome.
This affects the joy of gaming and brings forth
feelings of frustration, inferiority and insecurity.
My thesis seeks to offer insight into these experience
and provide tools to empower female gamers. Within
my practice, I explored how the digital gaming space
could be utilised to achieve this in the forms of
weapon design, stickers, and graffiti.
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Introduction
Gaming is no longer only a boys’ activity. Where in
the past it was mostly regarded as a world of men,
the gender gap is slowly closing with nearly half of
all gamers being reported to be women in the United
States (ESA, 2019).
But despite this balance in gender and identity, it
is still a place where toxicity reigns, especially in
certain ranks and in hyper-masculine spaces like
FPS (First Person Shooter) games. On paper, gamer’s
experiences shouldn’t differ much. It’s an anonymous
virtual environment and no matter who you are, you
have the same objectives. Unfortunately, IRL(In Real
Life), it doesn’t quite play out like that.
The fact is, especially in the competitive
environment of gaming, there aren’t many female
gamers present. Researchers have argued that this
difference in gender presence is due to multiple
factors. For example, because of the harassment
against women in the form of (rape)threats, sexual
harassment, stalking, throwing (purposely losing),
abusive language and unwanted flirting attempts,
among others. This makes gaming socially more
rewarding for male gamers.
Furthermore, women have a hard time in the
workplace as well. There’s a global concern about
the lack of women working in STEM (science, tech,
engineering, maths) – as for the gaming industry,
the problem shows itself in the form of fewer female
developers. Those who do find a job, are faced with
a gender pay gap. Female coders in the US, for
example, make 86 cents for every dollar men make.
(narrowthegap.co)

Women working in such industries have also been
proven to face vicious abuse from the gamer
community. The #Gamergate controversy was an
online harassment campaign in 2014 against women
from the video game industry. Methods such as
doxing (publishing private information), rape threats,
and death threats were used.
All these components together form one gigantic
structure that exclude women from video games.
It is this combination of components that create a
harmful environment and makes it impossible for
women to find their voice within the power dynamic.
They are made to feel unwelcome, because it is a
space not intended for them. It can even lead to
women quitting certain games because of it.
Gaming, especially shooters, consist of masculine
spaces that are often designed for men, by men. This
results in (harmful) stereotypes and storytelling that
is less accessible for female players causing a lack
of identification. (Griffiths, 2007) The reason for this
type of writing that appeals to the male gaze, dates
back to the 80s when video game companies had to
decide what demographic to market to.
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Videogames:
a boys’ activity
‘Women shouldn’t play video games, it’s for boys’ is
a remark female gamers hear a lot. It is something
that is often already determined at birth: girls are
pink and boys are blue. Girls get dolls for Christmas,
and the boys get the Playstations. Overall, gaming
is regarded as a boys activity but this is not due to
girls’ not liking games.
The general image that gaming is meant for boys, is
based on a lot of factors. Elizabeth Ames from the
Anita Borg Institute for Women in Technology
believes that one of the main causes of this
stereotype can be traced back to video game
marketing in the 80s. “A lot of early computers were
used for game playing,” Ames says (Quartz, 2017).
“Those games tended to be more aimed at boys
and men, so it was easy for boys to get a leg up in
that area through gaming.” For example, the Apple
personal computer that was released at the time was
marketed specifically to boys (Heaviside32, 2011).
Which only enforced the message that (computer)
gaming was a boys activity.
Nintendo marketing strategy
In 1983, the US experienced a video game recession
known as ‘The Gaming Crash of 1983’. The market
shrank from $3.2 billion in 1983 to $100 million in
1985 (Tracey L., 2013), a drop of 97%. As a countermeasurement Nintendo had to decide which
demographic to market to since appealing to a wider
audience wasn’t a luxury they could afford and they
chose to market to boys only.

Nintendo ad from the 2000s

The findings were that when they played it, they
really liked it. According to one of the interviewees,
it ‘doesn’t invoke what a Game Boy should be.. not
a boy toy’. They perceived it as more gender-neutral
than how it was shown in the media. In fact, they
enjoyed it to such an extent that the interviewer
had to force them to stop playing to answer the
questions of the interview. They were also shown
the advertisements aimed at boys, which mostly
aggravated them. “Why can’t we have it?’ ‘If I saw the
product I wouldn’t be afraid to pick it up, but if I saw
the Ad it might change my mind.’ (Schott, Gareth, and
Siobhan Thomas, 2008)
From then on, it was a vicious cycle. Due to the
predominant marketing to boys, boys bought the
games. Because of boys buying the games, they
were the target group for the marketeers etc. It’s no
coincidence that the presumable console that saved
the industry was called a “Game Boy” (Andrews, T.L,
2017). The biggest print ad by Nintendo featured
billboards that carried “for men” as a tagline
underneath an image of the Game Boy SP. The
campaign also included an image of a young man
playing with the device whilst in bed next to a young
sleeping woman with the copy “the second best thing
to do in the dark”.
To test the effects of this marketing strategy,
research was conducted in the form of an interview.
A group of girls were asked to play with the Game
Boy SP and answer questions, they also recorded their
reactions to the device and what they thought of the
marketing strategy.

A famous example of this is the
earliest version of Tomb Raider, known
for her sexualised character design.
But also games such as Dead or Alive
Xtreme, which is a volleyball game
that features the characters portrayed
as prostitutes calling cards.
A book called ‘Ready Player Two’
by Shira Chess explores marketing
towards female players further. She
argues that due to the game industry
being male-dominated, the games that
are made for women are (often) written
and designed by men. The marketing
primarily focuses on femininity and
more casual types of games that don’t
ask for a lot of skill and investment.
Games such as Kim Kardashian:
Hollywood and Candy Crush. (Coyle,
Deirdre, 2017). Women who play more
hardcore games are left out of the
picture. They are seen as outsiders
pushing their way into a space not
originally intended for them.

Overall, the girls liked the device but were
discouraged due to the marketing. This aversion
increased with the introduction of female
stereotypes in games. Because the industry wanted
to appeal to young boys, they started sexualising and
stereotyping female characters.

“If I saw the product I
wouldn’t be afraid to pick
it up, but if I saw the Ad it
might change my mind.”
Nintendo ad from the 2000s
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Exclusion through
(female) character design

Comic about male vs female armor in-game

Often when someone pictures a gamer, they see
a man in their 30s playing World of Warcraft or
teenage boys playing Fortnite, but this image is
far from reality. Especially female gamers are on
the rise. But even though the female presence is
increasing in gaming, there is still a need to point
out gender in pop culture. Female gamers, of all
shapes and sizes including ‘hardcores’ and ‘casuals’,
are often classified under the name ‘Gamergirls’, a
term regarded as highly polarising to differentiate
female gamers from their male counterparts. Men on
the other hand aren’t called ‘boy gamers’.

A strange occurrence since the portrayal of female
characters can be called problematic to say the
least, due to their sexual depiction. Overall, research
suggests that when female characters appear in
video games they most often serve as victims or
prizes (Provenzo, 1991; Dietz, 1998; Sherman, 1997)
and occupy stereotypical gender roles such as
sexualized beings and objects of sexual desire
(Beasley & Strandley, 2002; Dietz, 1998; Ivory, 2006).
They often have the main goal of appealing to the
male gaze, as is presented in the design of Tomb
Raider.

This difference in gender is enforced in-game as
well, in the form of character design for example.
Crop tops, hourglass curves and skintight bodysuits;
female characters look quite different from their
male counterparts. Of course, a man’s body shape
can be inherently different from a woman, but you
can’t convince anyone that wearing less armour
brings better defense stats, that’s just highly
impractical.

In fact, the sexualization and exaggeration of
character design and gender roles can have
negative effects on both male and female body
image. During my research, I came across the term
‘self-objectification’ a lot. Self-objectification is
the act of viewing oneself as an object, instead
of a human person. The objectification theory
offers a theoretical framework for outlining how
being confronted with sexually objectified people
in the media may impact self-esteem. The theory
states that due to Western culture, both men and
women start evaluating how they look to others.
(Calogero, 2004) Media plays a crucial role in this,
such as the exposure to sexualised commercials and
advertisements that focus on attractiveness rather
than personality (like the Nintendo ads from the
2000s). Hence, you internalise others’ perspectives
and learn to view yourself from a third-person
point of view. The act of self-objectification has
been proven to lead to negative outcomes, such as
lowered self-esteem and eating disorders.
(Calogero, 2004)

There’s a big lack in diversity in the gaming
workplace. Developers and designers of triple A
games (games made by mid to major size publishers)
often consist of straight, white men causing a lack
of representation in minorities (gamedesigning.org).
This results in a male-dominated environment that
affects how game design and storylines are explored.
Objectification
In terms of videogame research, the focus is mostly
violence and aggression. But the particular concern
of body and self-esteem as a consequence of
character design is severely ignored.
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Besides traditional media such as television
and print ads, interactive media such as video
games also plays a part in the experience of
sexual objectification. A difference, however, is
that in traditional media you see someone else
being sexualised. While in video games, with the
customisation option, you relate more closely to the
character you created. Hence, when users play, they
take over the role of the character and start seeing
it as part of themselves. This is referred to as the
Proteus Effect. The digital space allows users to have
influence over the course of a story and the actions/
appearance of a character. This has been proven to
increase identification(Hollingdale & Greitemeyer,
2013; Konijn, 2007; Turkay & Kinzer, 2014). However,
very few studies have been done on this effect. An
experiment concluded that women reported low body
self-esteem after playing games featuring idealised
body shapes (Barlett and Harris, 2008). A study
also demonstrated an increased presence of selfobjectification after exposing women to sexualised
characters in the game ‘Second Life’, compared to
non-sexualised characters. (Fox, Ralston, Cooper and
Jones, 2014)

A study also revealed that playing as a sexualised
character increased self-objectification
(Vandenbosch, Driesmans, Trekels, Eggermont, 2016).
They did this with an experiment with the help of
RuneScape, an online game with a medieval setting.
Adolescents (ages 11 to 14) were asked to play
RuneScape, which features character customisation,
and played with characters featuring revealing
clothing, testing the effect of masculinity in the boys
and femininity in the girls. Both genders were found
to be affected by the sexualization of the characters.
Notable in all these studies, however, is that the
games that were played (Sims and RuneScape) aren’t
that known for the exposure to sexualised characters.
A more accurate study could be done in games
featuring more realistic settings.
While this effect occurs in both men and women, it
is most prominent among women. Female avatars
for instance are more likely to be sexualised than
their male counterparts. A study showed that 60% of
female characters are sexualised in contrast to 1%
of male characters (Dill and Thill, 2007). It was also
reported that female characters were eight times
more likely to wear revealing clothing than males
(Downs and Smith, 2009).
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Personas
Female characters can often be placed in a few
different personas: either the famous damsel
in distress or the ‘ultimate warrior’, typically
characterised as hyper-sexualised. Sometimes, when
these stereotypes are changed, they can create
quite some backlash. For example, the character
of Samus Aran from the Metroid franchise is a gunwielding super soldier in full armour, featuring no
suggestive body shape whatsoever, this character
was thought to be a man due to its strong nature. But
then the reveal came: Samus was a woman. While
the revelation itself was done in a sexual fashion (if
you finished the game in under three hours, Samus
is shown in a leotard, if you finish in one hour she
has a bikini), the reveal was faced with a lot of
negative feedback. It seemed that due to male
players relating to the characters and then revealing
that the character wasn’t male at all, was a letdown
(Shapiro, 2014).
This event was over 30 years ago and the effects
are still present today. The gaming domain is still
predominately male and most gaming characters
still identify with the male gender. Something
popular to measure the credibility of a female
character is the Bechdel test. In short, this test
examines whether a female character can be
replaced with an inanimate object or an animal
sidekick.

Princess Peach from the Mario
franchise, ‘damsel in distress’
persona

It’s not the first time a female character introduction
faced backlash. Battlefield V featured a woman
fighting on the frontline of a war which had fans
complaining about the correctness of historical
re-enactment (although women did have combat
roles in WW II). This even resulted in the hashtag
#notmybattlefield. This also happened in the popular
game ‘Last of Us’. In part II of the game, homosexual
relationships among women are explored and less
stereotypical designs are introduced. The game
received a lot of backlash in the form of bodyshaming character ‘Abby’, who is shown as being
muscular, not appealing to the male gaze at all.
This hate even projected onto the voice actor, who
received death threats from players due to the ‘offputting’ manliness that the character exhibited.
This toxicity further proves that if video games don’t
cater to straight men, they are met with critique and
hate. This can act as discouragement for the video
game industry as well, their sales will decline if they
explore female character design. (The Independent,
2020)

“The voice actor received
death threats due to the
off-putting manliness
of the character”

Besides videogames being unwelcoming due to
sexualised character design, gender marketing, and
stereotypical personas, the community plays a big
role too.

Abby from The Last of Us 2,
criticized for being too manly

Samus and Zero Suit Samus
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Tomb Raider’s Lara Croft character
design from 1996
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Harassment and
coping strategies

Female players indicated they often experience
sexual harassment and belittlement from fellow
male gamers, which can lead to playing alone, or
hiding one’s gender identities online and ultimately,
quit gaming altogether (Griffith, 2015). Females
gamers were 11 times more likely to experience
sexual harassment, receive positive comments
about appearance rather than gameplay, and
receive unsolicited advice while using video gaming
streaming platforms such as Twitch. (Ruvalcaba,
2018).
Verbal communication forms a big base for this fact,
especially in the combination with the identification
of gender. To play online team-based games, you are
dependent on something called ‘voice chat’, which
is how you communicate with other players. Female
gamers can be very reluctant to speak since this
can lead to negative remarks. This was confirmed
by an experiment, which used female voices to
see responses in the online gaming environment.
The research studied the difference in responses
to male and female voices. The research proved
that female voices received significantly more
negative responses, 3 times more than a male voice
(Kuznekoff and Rose, 2013). Furthermore, another
study found that women giving positive remarks ingame gained more friend requests than women who
uttered negative feedback. While for male players it
was the exact opposite: kindness resulted in fewer
friend requests than aggressive remarks (McLean
and Griffiths, 2013). Moreover, male players seem
to attain a higher status and are perceived as more
competent than female players (Kaye & Pennington,
2016).
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Subreddit for female gamers

Sexual harassment
Since gaming is primarily dominated by men and the
gaming world still has the image of being a boys’
activity, online gaming is an environment filled with
harassment towards deviant identities and gender.
This is reinforced by the anonymous nature of the
internet and the aggressive competitive environment
in FPS games. Cussing with insults and profanity
known as ‘trash-talk’ is seen as part of this culture.
The content of insulting fellow teammates or the
enemy team is widely seen as harmless. However,
trash-talk towards women can greatly differ from
male players. Remarks can tend towards racist and
sexist tropes.
An example of such a harmful insult is the use of rape
terminology. ‘Rape’ can be used as, for example, a
synonym of killing or destroying. While some are
considered careless, the remarks are also actively
used to belittle female players. Consequently, this
can play into traumatic experiences. It can be
a trigger for affected victims of sexual assault.
(Holmes and St. Lawrence 1983). Other common
insults are things like ‘whore’, ‘slut’, and ‘go back to
the kitchen’, among others. When female players try
to respond to this trash talk they are sidelined and
labeled as ‘hysteric’ and ‘overreacting’, playing into
the feminine stigma of overwrought emotions.
This harassment can also translate into real life.
Harassment is most likely to be present in maledominated workplaces where masculine qualities
and competitive spirit are seen as the norm. For
example, the few women who have made it into
eSports report sexual scandals and harassment in
the workplace (O’Leary, 2012). Furthermore, video
games have a very active cosplay community. These
outfits are often regarded as provoking and as such,
men feel welcome to touch someone without their
consent or take a photo without permission (Cote,
2017).

To come together and find like-minded women,
forums are used to vent about on- and offline
frustrations of being a female gamer. One of such
forums is from a subreddit called ‘Girl Gamers’. The
forum consists of several categories in which women
can discuss strategy, find fellow players, ask techrelated questions and to vent. That last category was
most important for my research. This category was
used to talk about all kinds of frustrations they had
being a woman in the digital gaming space. These
posts were analysed and summed up in recurring
themes (Mclean and Griffith, 2018).

MyGameMyName, a campaign to show
sexism in gaming

Camouflaging gender
Something a lot of female players do is hide their
identity. Experience shows that once you let your
gender be discovered, you are treated differently. You
are just like any other gamer until you talk in voice
chat. There are several techniques female gamers use
to hide their gender such as voice changers, actively
lowering their voice to sound more masculine,
distortion over the sound or just staying completely
silent and not saying anything. Furthermore, women
purposely use gender-neutral gamertags and male
avatars. An example of this is the book Ready Player
One, main character Wade has been playing for ages
with his best mate Aech, whom he’s never met in real
life. Later on in the book, when Wade and Aech meet
for the first time, it is revealed that Aech is a woman
who is actually called Helen. She altered her avatar’s
appearance and voice because she felt ‘she would
be better respected playing as a man’ (Cline, 2011).
There is also an advertising campaign called ‘My
Game My Name’ in which male players played with
female names to show the harassment and sexism
present is in online gaming. (D&AD, 2019)
The main argument against women being trashtalked, is that they should mute their teammates.
The most annoying thing about this is that it defeats
the purpose of voice chat. Talking to your team is
very important to discuss strategy and give callouts. It makes the game inherently less enjoyable if
you have to abstain from talking to your team, it can
result in losing the game.

Aech in game

Aech in real life
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Not taken seriously
The consequence of showing you are female in an
online game can be very annoying. For example,
women have reported to not being taken seriously
anymore. They are not invited to games, can’t join
to talk strategies, or are completely ignored when
trying to give input. They can be told to ‘go back to
the kitchen’. This results in the feeling of inferiority
and insecurity.
Pressure
Besides low self-esteem due to being ignored, female
gamers also feel an intense need to perform. Due
to the stereotype that ‘girls can’t game’, they feel
obligated to prove themselves, which can have a
negative influence on the enjoyment of gaming.
They feel the need to defend themselves and show
their skills, debunk the ‘gamergirl myth’, and prove
themselves worthy of being a teammate. It is the
feeling like you’re representing an entire people.
(Assuncao C., 2016) Such a gender stereotype
can lead to poorer performance. When female
gamers were placed against a male opponent, they
underestimated their own ability (Bryce, Rutter, 2003).
Several studies agree that gender expectations lead
to female players doubting their gaming abilities
and consequently playing worse. Griffith’s qualitative
research (2019) shows that numerous female
respondents were self-conscious due to negative
experiences and belittlement from male players.
Female players will tend to justify them playing the
game. They will name the number of hours they have
invested, the rank they attained, or use gamer terms
and knowledge to show their experience.
Women can’t game
This pressure is one of the examples that brings
forth the stereotype that men are better gamers
than women, known as the gender performance gap.
Furthermore, because women hide their gender or are
less keen to call themselves ‘gamers’ the illusion is
upheld that men play more games than women. While
it is true that men tend more towards a competitive
gaming environment while women are attracted to
more casual games, claiming that men are better
than women at gaming is a very blunt statement.
A study of over 18,000 League of Legends players
found that the skill gap between the genders was not
significant at all. Moreover, they found that female
players gain skill at the same rate as male players,
indicating if they played for similar durations, skill
levels would balance (Ratan, Taylor, Hogan, Kennedy
& Williams, 2015).

To avoid the ‘gamer girl’ pressure, female gamers
will avoid certain game modes that involve team
play and choose to only confirm their gender (by
say something in voice chat) when they have won a
game, otherwise they will be trash talked for losing
a game purely for being a woman. However, when
winning a game and revealing identity it can also
prove to be a tool of empowerment and confidence.
You can show your male peers your skills and mastery
of the game. If you are not particularly good at the
game yet, players might tend to, unwantedly, explain
certain aspects or criticise your gameplay. This act is
known as ‘mansplaining’.
Character choices
Female gamers will also tend to pick more safe types
of roles since they don’t attract a lot of attention
or are easier for beginning players. These types are
known as support roles and include healing and
staying on the backlines. Female players tend to
get criticised for both picking and abstaining from
picking these types of characters. On the one hand,
they are expected to pick healing roles, on the other
when they pick such a role they get the comment that
‘of course they will pick healers because they are
women’.
Gatekeeping
Besides competence being questioned, women are
also doubted to be real ‘gamers’ and have to justify
themselves. Only certain games are deemed to be
‘real’ and if you divert from the norm you are seen
as an outsider and a fake. ‘Name the games you
play’ is a statement you can hear a lot and be even
demanded in-game. This is both done by men and
women. Due to this need to prove yourself worthy of
the ‘gamer’ title, (hardcore) female gamers tend to
hate on other women if they continue the stereotype
that women aren’t real gamers, by playing certain
games. These so-called ‘gatekeepers’ belittle other
female gamers on their skill in-game. This is due
to the giving of a bad reputation. This doesn’t only
account for the games you play but also for your
behaviour. High-pitched voices, streaming with
a webcam and skimpy clothing, or using female
avatars can be seen as unappealing in the eyes of
fellow female gamers.

Creating safe spaces
The forum was also used to find other players to
play together with. Women often feel safe with other
women and forming an all-girl gaming team provides
a safe space. A general piece of advice found on the
subreddit was to find people they know. They mention
bringing IRL friends and introduce them to gaming.
Comebacks
On the forum, there was also venting and discussion
of techniques on how to have the best comebacks or
deal with the harassment. Women suggesting to each
other how to respond when someone acts with shock
finding out women game, how to deny allegations,
how to ignore and refuse to answer sexist questions,
or how to make the best sarcastic comebacks and
stand your ground.
Quitting
Unfortunately, one of the solutions that female
gamers result to, is to quit the game. They start
avoiding online gameplay that involves voice chat
and teamwork and focus on more single-player
games. They will still continue gaming, but will do
so alone. All the above obstructions and strategies
make gaming to be an unrewarding experience for
female players. Unsurprisingly, it results in gaming
being less appealing to women. This contributes to
the stereotype that games are a better fit for men
than for women.

Galorant is a female Valorant Discord server to seek
out players and create a safe space
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Cases
17:14:09

[Local player]: I’ve almost completely hidden my
gender for the past 10 years in online gaming so I could
enjoy my hobby

17:15:34

[Local player]: Been dying to play competitively but
I know I shouldn’t without communicating. I’m too
afraid because I’m a girl

18:03:21

[Local player] : Had a member who was assigned to
my raid team, asked me my gender, once he found
out I was a girl, he refused to listen to any advice,
commands, or suggestions during raids and always fact
checked me against other men in the group

18:03:25

[Local player] : Later noticed I wasn’t enjoying the
game because I was making it more of a mission
toprove to them that I wasn’t bad

18:03:48

[Local player] : I felt like the whole time I played I was
trying to represent that girl gamers don’t need to be
carried and if I lost I failed my whole gender

19:00:55

[Local player] : They usually don’t respond to me when
I say something or they straight up just talk over me

19:09:12

[Local player] : If a guy sucks at a game he is bad at that
game, if a girl does bad, it’s because she is a female

Venting section of subreddit ‘Girl Gamers’
Type in chat
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Interviews

Selma (Coalfish)

Besides studying forums and articles, I wanted to
look for personal connections and stories.
Me being a part of the gaming community in the past,
I reached out to some old friends and talked with
them about our experiences being female gamers.
I also interviewed one male friend, to explore his
perspective.

I asked all interviewees the same series of questions.
These included their thoughts of the term ‘gamer girl’,
their experience being a female gamer and how they
feel the industry could improve.

Julia (Little Vakarian)
Julia has been playing video games her whole life. She got introduced to it by
her father in the form of Mass Effect. She’s also played a lot of shooters such
as CSGO, Overwatch, and Rainbow Six Siege. She is very active on discord and
has moderator roles in servers. She has received plenty of flirt attempts and
harassment in-game due to her being a woman. At one point she even quit some
games entirely because she wasn’t able to communicate in voice chat.
When asked what she thought ‘gamer girl’ meant for
her she said that there was this general stereotype
that you’re not as good a gamer as other people.
It’s implied you have little experience and that
you’re also supposed to look a certain way. It was
not a term she particularly liked or would like to be
associated with it.
She told me that her experiences as a woman varied.
Some games could be very welcoming while others
were toxic. For example, in games such as CSGO
and Rainbow Six she wouldn’t even use voice chat
because she would be treated differently when
someone found out she was a girl. She would get
unwanted flirting attempts but also judgement for
her character picks. Women are often expected to
pick a support role. Julia, however, also wants to play
more offensive characters like snipers. If she played
a sniper and talked, her ability to play would be
questioned and doubted. This led to her also quitting
some games entirely. She doesn’t constantly want
to hear how she should play a certain character, she
wants to figure that out herself.
She emphasises that gaming should be fun above all
else and if the negativity affects your joy of gaming,
it’s best to quit for a while. Games can have phases
of being toxic but return to more normal behaviour
upon returning. This was also the advice she would
give to others. “If you don’t like a game, just quit or
come back later”.
She does feel overall that the industry is improving.
When asked where the responsibility lies she said it
depends on a lot of different things. One aspect she
mentioned was a better banning system, In-game you
can report users if they show toxic behaviour, but you
often can’t describe what they are doing specifically.
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She also said that it is as much about the companies
as the individuals. She told me about an antibullying campaign in CSGO called ‘Bullyhunters’, in
which you could call upon a high-ranked player to
help you out. Her response was very simple to this:
we don’t need saving. Women don’t need some white
knight to help them out, they can do that themselves.
I also asked her some questions about female
character design and her thoughts on it. She
mentioned that female characters are often designed
to look appealing to men because men play the
games. She named an example in Jack, a character
in Mass Effect 2. Her outfit consists of two leather
straps that barely cover her nipples. ‘Just give her a
shirt’, was her response to that.

“Just give them a shirt,
that would be great.”
She also said gaming would improve for women if
more female writers were involved in the design
process. She noticed that when men wrote a ‘strong
independent female’ character, it wouldn’t be very
accurate. The same accounts for a woman writing a
man’s character. You need each other to balance it
out and create interesting storytelling.

Selma is the moderator of the game server I was active in many years ago. She
really likes the social aspects of gaming and is very much into the tech-related
side to it as well. She told me about being belittled in her workplace. They didn’t
expect her to understand certain technology and tried to explain it to her without
it being necessary.
Selma used to have a negative connotation with
gamer girls but also thought that it was bad to
think that way. “If men talk about games it’s fine but
if women talk about it it’ss considered attentionseeking, why should it be like that?” She wondered.
She felt like she was almost conditioned to cringe
at the term and find it attention-seeking because
that is what the community did as well. Due to the
gamergirl image, she was also expected to look a
certain way and she noticed that impact on her. She
reminisced about the moment where she changed
her profile picture to her real self and noticed people
talking less to her, which made her feel very insecure.
She said she was used to comments when talking
in voice chat and learned to ignore it. She feels like
people react more actively to women than men. She
also said that if she made friends with male players,
they became very demanding. They would become
upset if she wouldn’t be able to play because she had
a life besides video games.
She stopped playing CSGO because the moment she
talked, it was over. People would treat her differently
and that annoyed her greatly. She would also be
called names for being a female player. She would
get banned without ever playing. She also mentioned

that a lot of people wanted to give advice and help
out and while that was a nice offer, she felt like it
overstepped some boundaries and she would rather
figure out herself to play a certain character or role,
especially since she just started out. She said that
when she played with a male friend, that he would
get the comment that ‘he should teach his girlfriend
how to play’. She chooses to not respond to these
remarks but it does catch you off-guard if you are
called a slut or a whore. We also talked about this
pressure we felt as female gamers. Because of the
stereotype that women can’t game, we felt the
need to prove ourselves. It annoyed her very much
she wasn’t allowed to be bad. If you suck, you suck
because you are a woman, that’s what you hear a lot.
She said her guy friends would have a lot of fun doing
stupid stuff in-game in contrary to her because she
always wanted to show skill.
We talked about the support role, like Julia
mentioned as well. Women are expected to pick the
‘easy’ characters and be caring of the team. Selma
felt like picking support is a safe choice because it
is easy to do. Damage roles are harder to play and
hence would enforce the stereotype that women are
bad at gaming.

Yvette (Kaiserief)
They were very active on twitch a few years ago and didn’t talk much in voice
chat. They mostly played League of Legends which in the past didn’t offer the
option to talk. So they could easily hide their gender (which at the time was
associated by viewers as female, they currently identify as non-binary). However,
they did get a lot of remarks on appearance, because they streamed and viewers
would see their face.
Yvette mostly experienced remarks about
appearance. They would get comments on why their
hair was so short and the Twitch chat would also ask
them to ‘flash her boobs’ or wear a bikini for example.
They also told me that there is this fantasy around
gamer girls. On Tinder, men would jokingly ask
them if they could get married. This surprised them
because they didn’t know them. Within the gamer
community, Yvette mentioned the word ‘gatekeeping’,
which is about defending a certain thing. Some
games were considered ‘real’ while others weren’t.
We talked about our love for Animal Crossing, which
is a very cute and accessible game but is seen as a
game that is not for gamers. They also mentioned
that a lot of people would try to explain things to
them like they weren’t experienced at what they did.

They would then confront them with all the terms
they knew and surprise them with their knowledge of
gaming. When it came to remarks they would make
jokes out of it. If someone asked them if they were
a girl or a boy based on their short haircut, Yvette
would say they could be what you wanted them to
be. They feel like the community is improving and
what would help is to normalise gaming more. Be
proud of who you are and mention to friends and
family that you game sometimes. This could be
anything ranging from shooters to cute games like
Animal Crossing. They said they would sometimes
hide that they were a twitch streamer to appeal to
certain people. For example, at house viewings with
other women, they would keep it a secret.
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Max (Sa’Ceura)

Linn (Liveya), Izabella (Socky), Therese (Szanto)

Max is the only male gamer I interviewed. He is very open-minded and plays a lot
with female gamers as well. He has a lot of female gamer friends, which is where
he hears most stories of the gaming community. He used to be very flirty but has
since learned to not overstep boundaries.

The last interview I did was with a professional Overwatch team called Leo’s Angels,
consisting of mainly women but they play with men as well to compete in mixed
tournaments. They found each other through a google docs which contained gamertags of
high-ranked female Overwatch players and found a safe space by playing together.

“Society should teach young
men how to behave”
When asked about gamer girls Max responded
with both stories he heard and own experiences. In
general, he says that gamergirls are regarded as
a rarity and can be treated as something exciting
by men. He admits himself to having flirted a few
times too. He feels like that era is past and that
women playing games is becoming more normalised,
although the behaviour towards female gamers isn’t
great yet. He talks about the change in the room
when a girl speaks up in voice chat. There is this
moment that they find out someone is a girl, that
there’s a shift from the game to ‘oh that’s interesting,
tell me more’. He mentions that men don’t really
know how to respond to women in the game, and
start acting in strange manners. He also talked about
rejection. There are a lot of flirting attempts in-game
like asking for snapchat/number or sending friend
requests. When a guy gets rejected they can get very
resentful and start calling the girl names in response.

We talked about eSports, and how there are few
women in high ranks. He says that eSports isn’t very
accessible and more women in eSports would be a
great start to fight the stereotype of gaming being a
man’s activity.
When asked about the responsibility he says it’s
about society. Society should teach young men how
to behave, as he said himself. He finds it very sad
that some assholes ruin it for everybody. He gives
the advice that there is a community out there and
you shouldn’t stop looking. There are plenty of great
people, you just have to find them.

Ness (ItsAmarantha)
Nessi or Nesseline is a parttime twitch streamer and has an active community of
8k followers. She used to stream a lot of League of Legends but left because she
thought the community was very toxic and wasn’t getting very happy from it. She
now mostly streams educational content with a focus on medicine and mental
health.

Ness hasn’t experienced much harassment lately.
She thinks it is mostly due to the way she presents
herself. Egirls, with certain types of clothing and
behavior, could be considered easy targets of
harassment. It isn’t interesting to attack Ness herself
since she mostly talks about mental health, her job
in the hospital or plays very casual non-competitive
games.
In the past she did experience some more extreme
cases. She told me about a specific person that kept
stalking her outside of streams. If they saw she was
online they would lie to get her attention and to play
with him. After a while she decided to ban him from
the community.
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They had very similar experiences to mine. The comment
‘get back to the kitchen’ was the one they most commonly
heard. They said that your rank is very important, if you have
a higher rank, you receive a lot less harassment. Players
tend to be more serious than if you just start out playing a
game.
There were certain games some of them wouldn’t play at all.
An example of this is Valorant, which is an FPS game as well
with a competitive element. Linn, for example, completely
stopped playing due to the sexism that she experienced. She
did mention there was a special discord called ‘Galorant’
where women were able to meet up and play together. That
really improved the playability of the game.
Therese used to be a professional Counter Strike player, she
experienced a great skill difference in male and female
players. She thinks this is due to women starting later in
life with playing video games. If your parents aren’t gamers
and the boys in the family get gaming pc’s, then the female
players don’t have much time to get good at the game.

This is also due to marketing, the girls are pink and the
boys are blue, so to speak. Young girls aren’t considered to
be gamers and the marketing reflects that. That’s also why
eSports was never really appealing to women. She said that
now with newer games, like Overwatch and Fortnite, she
sees the difference. Those are games with a bigger female
community, and more women are at the top than ever
before.
Izabella would get very angry when people would harass
her. She has the tendency to argue, but this results in her
feeling horrible because firstly, it disrupts the teams’
communication and secondly, she doesn’t play as well. She
also spoke of the roles in videogames and how women are
expected to play healer (support) characters. She plays
mostly tanks and when she got compliments for ‘being a girl
good at tanking’, she would get agitated. Getting attention,
both good and bad, isn’t what she wants. She wants to be
treated as a gamer and a normal person.

“What’s the use in playing if you’re
not having fun”

Ness said that on Twitch everything is about control,
that’s what makes it so popular. You, as a viewer,
have influence on what can happen on the stream
itself. For example, you could give money and ask the
streamer to perform a stunt, wear a specific type of
clothing etc. This power relation is attempted to be
maintained outside of streaming as well, through the
means of stalking.
If Ness gets comments, mostly applicable to her
appearance, she bans the commenters immediately
from her stream. She usually tries to turn something
into a joke, but sometimes it really does annoy her
and it’s possible that she starts ranting or stops the
stream entirely since she doesn’t feel comfortable
and is not enoying it anymore.
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Conclusion
This research aimed to discover what kind of
obstacles women face in (online) gaming. From
personal experience I found that there was a lot of
harassment against female gamers in voice chat and
I wanted to explore that further.
Based on the interviews I conducted and the
studies I’ve analysed, it can be concluded that the
obstacles women face is part of a bigger structure
than I previously thought, which consists of various
elements both inside and outside of the online world.
This was an unexpected insight to come across,
mostly due to the connection of these elements. For
example, even though I noted stereotypical female
character design in the past, it never occurred to me
that this could be connected to gender marketing
that catered specifically to the male gaze, dating all
the way back to a market crash in the 80s.
Gradually, it became clear to me what kind of
structure was in place and how it was all connected.
I started the research with the insight of women
experiencing harassment in voice chat. In the
interviews an aspect often mentioned was that
‘gaming was for boys and women shouldn’t be here’
triggering insults such as ‘go back to the kitchen’.
Which raised for me the question: why is that the
case?
From there on I started researching gender marketing
and I gained the insight of gaming being a ‘boys’
activity’ is mainly because of the way it was
presented. Upon exploring this further I found that
due to appealing to the male gaze, character design
and plots were designed and written for men only,
therefore connected to the structure as well.
In conclusion, female gamers face a lot of obstacles
and are part of a power dynamic in which it hard to
find their voice.
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Through the use of insults and gender stereotyping
they are stripped of their dignity resulting in the
feeling of inferiority and insecurity. This structure of
exclusion causes women to not feel welcome in these
online gaming environments and ultimately quit
certain games or pursue game related jobs.
On a positive note, the industry is gradually
improving. Women mention better banning systems
and developers/game companies putting in the effort
to battle toxicity. While Egirls and gamergirls can be
considered cringey sometimes, it shows that more
women are entering games and are proud of who they
are. Furthermore, there are more women competing in
eSports than ever before and marketing is becoming
more broad, not only appealing to male players
anymore. More spaces are being created in the form
of discord servers where everyone can play safely.
Based on these conclusions I would recommend
raising more awareness, empowering more female
players and normalizing more women playing games.
Hopefully then, more women will go into tech-related
jobs as well, resulting in well rounded design created
by both men and women.
The more identities present, the more accepting the
gaming world will become and everyone, no matter
the gender or identity, will be able to enjoy playing
games.
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Appendix
Throwing = losing a game on purpose
FPS = First person shooter
eSports = a multiplayer video game played
competitively for spectators
IRL = In Real Life
Stats = statistics, term used to explain
strengths and weaknesses in characters
Casuals = people who play games on the down-low,
don’t spend that much time on it
Hardcore = people who spend a lot of time gaming
and event participate in competitions
Gamertag = (nick)name of a gamer used in-game
CSGO = Counter-Strike Global Offensive,
an online shooter game
Rainbow six = Rainbow Six Siege,
an online shooter game
Overwatch, Valorant = online shooter games

