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ABSTRACT
This dissertation explores possible explanations and complexities surrounding women’s
relationship with leisure and video games. One of my objectives with this study is to understand
how women players view their relationship with gaming: how they become involved with video
games, how gaming fits into their adult lives (specifically, as wives, mothers, etc.), and the
reasons they play games. Primarily, I am interested in how women’s reported experiences with
games affirm or challenge dominant narratives about their experiences. After surveying more
than 3,000 women players and conducting 21 follow-up interviews, I discuss trends in women’s
video game play, including their genre and play style preferences, motivations for playing games,
the extent that they consider themselves “gamers,” and how their relationships with gaming have
evolved over the course of the lives. Specifically, I investigate how gendered constraints on
women’s access to and enjoyment of leisure time influence the reported trends in women’s
gaming experience. I argue that such trends, which are often framed as “natural” gender-based
affinities for certain types of games or ways of experiencing games, might be influenced by
broader social contexts such as gender socialization, the nature of women’s leisure time,
constraints placed upon their play such as physical and virtual spaces that restrict access based on
gender, and the ambivalent relationship many women players have with the games industry.
Scholars interested in gender-based motivations and preferences in digital games should continue
to explore the various constraints that are imposed on players of different gender identities. I
believe the key to understanding the complexities of how gaming decisions are made relies on
researchers’ ability to examine the interplay of multiple, sometimes competing constraints.
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This work is dedicated to all girls and women who love digital games. Game on.
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Chapter 1
Hitting Reset on Gender-based Gaming Assumptions
According to the Entertainment Software Association’s annual research report – the most
in-depth survey of its kind – video game players who identify as female accounted for
approximately 41 percent of the gaming population in 2016 (Entertainment Software Association,
2017), a number that has been more or less consistent throughout the 2010s1. Thus, on the one
hand, the data illustrate that adult women are a respectable portion of modern day players, which
defies the commonplace narratives prevalent in mainstream (and gaming) culture that continue to
frame gaming as a masculine form of leisure. For years, scholars have highlighted a gender gap
related to access to time spent playing digital games2, beginning with early childhood (e.g.
Cassell & Jenkins, 1998a, Lucas & Sherry, 2004; Lenhart et. al, 2015). These data also show the
gender profile of gamers also is age specific. Adult women, age 18 or older, represent a greater
portion of the video game player community than boys 18 years or younger. Moreover, the 2017
report reveals that women 50 years old and older make up the largest age group of female players
(13 percent of all players, a percentage equal to that of male players in the same age group). This
equity is not true for younger players, however. Of total gamers, 18% are males younger than 18,
whereas only 11% are female of this same age group. So, for the young, gamers tend to be male,
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The 2010 ESA Report indicates that 40 percent of players were female (Entertainment Software
Association, 2010) and the 2015 ESA Report indicates that 44 percent of players were female
(Entertainment Software Association, 2015).
I use the phrases “digital games” and “video games” interchangeably. Digital games is inclusive of nonconsole based gaming, including smartphones, PC, and other platforms; however, “video games” is
understood in mainstream parlance to include all non-analog types of games.
2
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but this evens out when players hit 50 and older. This raises the question of why this divide
occurs in childhood, and then seems to lessen with age, as data such as the ESA report suggests.
For this study, I explore possible explanations and complexities surrounding women’s
relationship with leisure and video games. One of my objectives with this study is to understand
how women players view their relationship with gaming: how they become involved with video
games, how gaming fits into their adult lives (specifically, as wives, mothers, etc.), and the
reasons they play games. Primarily, I am interested in how women’s reported experiences with
games affirm or challenge dominant narratives about their experiences—narratives that are taken
as fact by many game developers. When these narratives are steeped in problematic or inaccurate
gender stereotypes, it perpetuates a culture of gaming that misunderstands and misrepresents its
female players. Girls and women may find gaming culture to be alienating or even hostile
towards them and choose to refrain from participating in it.
Additionally, I am intrigued by what seems to be an increase in video game play as many
females enter adulthood and the reasons that they and/or their peers were not gamers as early as
the typical male gamer. Such complexities include not simply the psychological or social
gratifications that adult women gain from play, but also raise larger socio-cultural and structural
constraints such as media representation of “typical” players, social (dis)approval, changing
norms, and access to games and players. Ultimately, I wish to challenge the “lack of interest”
narrative that dominates discourses about girls’ and women’s relationships with digital games.
Trends in female players’ preferences for (and aversion to) certain genres, play styles, or video
games are repeatedly constructed as a lack of interest on the part of these players. Much of the
research on gender and gaming preferences reaffirms gender stereotypes about “feminine” play
styles (Terlecki et al, 2011) without explicating how cultural forces such as gender norms or the
ways in which gaming culture is experienced by women players mitigate their decisions about
which games to play and how to play them. As Jenson & de Castell (2008) argue, these gender
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“norms” get reproduced as “facts” about girls’ and women’s attitudes towards digital games,
while ignoring the ways in gender is constructed and performed (Butler, 1990). This misguided
understanding of gender’s relationship to digital games is also evident in the culture of video
games. If the digital games industry remains under the impression that girls and women do not
play video games, then there is no incentive for them to produce content that speaks to more
diverse audiences. In doing so, the industry sends the message that games – and gaming culture –
are not for them.
Given gaming culture’s history of general resistance to diversity, one might question why
girls and women would want to take part in gaming culture at all. Like any cultural group,
gaming culture brings individuals of shared interests – in this case, a love of playing video games
– together. It allows players to feel like they part of something larger, even if that “something” is
play. Really, gaming culture is hardly different from any other cultural group, including sports
fandoms. Gaming culture can be defined by its artifacts (games, characters, lore), rituals (grinding
and leveling up, mastery of games), and events (game releases, fan conventions). Symbols such
as logos or character references to specific games worn on clothing signal one’s membership as a
fan of particular franchises. Players can relate to one another by having played the same game.
Conventions become a physical meeting place for players to celebrate their shared passion for
games. Yet, there are some members of gaming culture who have prescriptive notions about who
can call themselves a gamer as opposed to someone who just enjoys playing video games, which
is then used as justification to push “non-gamers” out of gaming culture spaces. This is
particularly troubling for female players because the types of games and game-play that studies
suggest girls and women prefer are the same types that are derided by much of gaming culture.
As a result, many female players feel unwelcome and either opt-out or feel forced out of gaming
spaces and the sense of belonginess that comes with it, potentially discouraging them from
playing video games altogether.
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Furthermore, girls’ and women’s interest in video games has been linked to their
likelihood to choose careers in tech-related fields (Shermer, 2010). In the U.S., a mere 24% of
STEM jobs are filled by women, despite that fact that women are 48% of the workforce. STEM
careers are especially lucrative for women, with women in STEM roles earning an average of
35% more than women in non-STEM jobs and 30% more than the premium for men in STEM.
This makes the gender wage gap in STEM careers actually smaller than that of non-STEM
careers (Department of Commerce, 2017). The technological fluency that comes with playing
digital games – particularly those that allow that players to modify the game’s code – can provide
both a skills boost and a confidence boost that encourages and better prepares women to pursue
STEM careers (Hughes, 2017). Discouraging girls and women from participating in video game
culture can also have the effect of discouraging them from pursuing STEM careers.
I locate the problem of stereotypical assumptions about girls’ and women’s preferences
and motivations regarding digital games with contemporary framings of gender roles and how
they intersect with technology. Socially constructed notions about what women, categorically,
want in their experiences with digital games – typically rooted in gender-normative ideals about
femininity – become the blueprints that the games industry uses to develop technology and
content intended for female players. This monolithic treatment of “women” results in the
production of products that alienate many female players who do not fit the industry’s
understanding of girls’ and women’s gaming preferences. Then, when content developed “for
girls” or “for women” fails to sell, the industry infers that there simply is no female market
(Cassell & Jenkins, 1998b).
This dissertation attempts to correct some of the misunderstandings surrounding female
players’ relationships with video games. Combining a cross-sectional survey with in-depth, semistructured interviews, I hope to construct a more complete, or at least complicating, narrative of
women’s experiences with digital games throughout the course of their lives to explore
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explanations for the gender/age gap in gaming culture and what this may mean for understanding
the different ways that gender and age intersect with video games. This study uses women’s own
narratives about their relationships with video games to complicate and contextualize common
understandings about girls’ and women’s experiences with games.

Theoretical and Practical Implications
After three decades of editorials, think-pieces, and scholarly studies that examine the
supposed “causes” – sometimes rooted in gender essentialism – of men and women’s different
experiences with video games, research that critically investigates the assumptions that such
differences are natural and not the product of complex and constructed social relationships is long
overdue. With this study, I hope to make contributions to video game culture on both an academic
and broader social level. First, I hope this study will serve as a corrective to the body of
“motivations” research that suggest individuals’ preferences for certain games or styles or play
are rooted in that person’s gender (e.g. Griffiths & Hunt, 1995; Yee, 2006; Yee, 2007; Williams,
Consalvo, Caplan, & Yee, 2009). Quantitative studies repeatedly link gaming preferences to
conventional gender stereotypes, leading many scholars to conclude that male gamers tend to be
driven by competition, high-difficulty, fast-pacing, intense gameplay, and strategy, while female
gamers gravitate towards games that have a good story, allow for more customization (e.g.
designing one’s avatar), fantasy (transporting players to somewhere else), and cooperation with
other players over competition. These studies perpetuate a narrative that girls and boys/women
and men enjoy different types of games, and in many cases that such differences are explained by
gender identity. Thus, any gender-based differences that do surface in quantitative studies are
typically attributed to the person’s gender itself, rather than contextualized within broader social
frameworks for gender roles as they pertain to gaming-related contexts (Bryce & Rutter, 2002).
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As Jenson and de Castell (2008) argue, many of these studies treat gender as a stable, “natural”
category, rather than a socially constructed, performed identity that does not inherently bind a
person to certain attitudes or behaviors. The ways in which gender is routinely defined in
quantitative motivations research will inevitably reproduce problematic findings about gender and
one’s respective attitudes toward gaming.
Indeed, research on gaming motivations and preferences suffer from many of the same
assumptions that characterize the broader uses and gratifications perspective on media
consumption. This sub-set of quantitative social-science media scholars, in their effort to be more
“critical” in their approach to studying media audiences, recognize that individuals make choices
about which media they consume and to what ends. However, as Blumler at al. (1985) notes, uses
and gratifications scholars often ascribe unbridled autonomy to the audience, committing full-on
to “the endless freedom of the audience to reinvent the text” (p. 275). Yet Ang (1991) reminds us
that our agency is “overdetermined” by the political, historical, and social context in which we
find ourselves. That is, we are “always/already implicated in, and necessarily constrained by, the
web of relationships and structures which constitute them as social subjects” (Ang, 1991, p. 148).
In other words, while we are relatively free to exercise personal choice in the media we seek out,
uses and gratifications research tends to downplay how hegemonic societal structures limit and
constraint our access to and even enjoyment of the media we consume.
We need, then, to account for socio-cultural forces that influence a person’s inclination
toward playing video games and how such forces intertwine with game players’ meaning-making
about the role of video games in their history and current lives. One of my ambitions for this
project is to situate gendered gaming experiences within larger (gendered) leisure practices,
something that game studies research often neglects when too focused on the micro-level, but
nonetheless influences men’s and women’s respective access to and enjoyment of video games.
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This literature is particularly crucial to understanding the observable shift between girls’ and
women’s experiences with gaming.
On a social level, I hope this project will add to the discussion of girls and women in
tech-based careers. Research indicates that women tend to report lower levels of interest in the
fields of finance, mathematics, physical science, and engineering than men do (Shermer, 2012;
Shermer & MacDougall, 2011). Heilbronner (2013) argues that this “lack of interest” explains the
dearth of women filling these jobs. (One of the key themes I grapple with in this study is this
supposed “lack of interest,” which I argue is cultivated by external forces or perhaps even
imagined/discursively constructed.) Unfortunately, there has been little research investigating
possible links between playing digital games and interest in pursuing STEM education or techbased careers (Giammarco et al., 2015); however, the existing literature posits that common
motivations for playing video games (i.e., competition, teamwork, self-improvement) may be
associated with stronger intentions to pursue a STEM career (Blickenstaff, 2015; Denner, Ortiz,
& Werner, 2015). Even less research has specifically looked at the relationship between playing
video games and pursuing a career within the game industry, an exception being Prescott and
Elliott (2015), who found that women studying game development choose that career path based,
in part, due to their love for playing games. Given gaming’s potential influence on girls’ and
women’s career aspirations, their interests in and access to digital games necessitates research
that investigates their relationship (or lack thereof) with video games. Specifically, this project
may contribute to the debunking of the myth that girls simply are not interested in playing video
games – a myth that, left unchecked, will continue to stifle girls’ and women’s pathway to
gaming or other STEM-related careers.
Additionally, the larger culture surrounding gaming remains tainted by a toxic aura of
misogyny, racism, homophobia, and other marginalizing attitudes (Consalvo, 2012). Despite an
increasingly diverse player base and workforce, gaming culture remains a less-than-hospitable
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atmosphere to many players. The legacy of #Gamergate – the online “social movement”
characterized by anti-women sentiments and harassment campaigns – is a reminder that gaming,
culturally, remains a male-centric space (Ramanan, 2017). As such, research that seeks to crack
open myths surrounding gender and digital games is of paramount importance. This project
attempts to get at the story behind the statistics, addressing why and how the gender divide
among players shrinks with age and, perhaps more importantly, provide some theories as to why
the divide exists among children at all. Rather than attribute these differences to supposed
“natural” gender-based preferences, I hope to explore the social and cultural forces that integrate
into girls’ and women’s interest in, meanings of, and access to the cultural sphere of gaming.

Research Questions
Given the above concerns, the research and theoretical concepts that will be reviewed in
the next chapter, and the methods with which this project engages, I am interested in the
following questions:
RQ 1: What reasons do women provide to explain why they play digital games?
RQ 2: How do adult women who play video games describe what video game play
means to them?
RQ 3: What trends in video game play among adult women are mentioned as significant
to them?
RQ 4: Given their responses, how might we categorize and understand constraints and
opportunities that structure women’s video game play?
RQ4a: How do women describe their negotiation with the potential constraints
on video game play?
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RQ 5: How do they explain how their relationship with playing games has changed over
the course of their life?

Chapter Breakdown
This study is a critical analysis of women’s relationship with digital games and leisure. I
approach the topic of gaming as an assemblage, as encouraged by game studies scholar T. L.
Taylor. She writes,
Games, and their play, are constituted by the interrelations between (to name just a few)
technological systems and software (including the imagined player embedded in them),
the material world (including our bodies at the keyboard), the online space of the game (if
any), game genre, and its histories, the social worlds that infuse the game and situate us
outside of it, the emergent practices of communities, our interior lives, personal histories,
and aesthetic experience, institutional structures that shape the game and our activity as
players, legal structures, and indeed the broader culture around us with its conceptual
frames and tropes (Taylor, 2009, p. 332).
To capture how the myriad intersections of women’s lives (e.g. age, familial structures,
occupation changing norms and discriminatory structures) impact the roles that gaming might
play in their leisure time and activities, I employ a mixed-methods approach involving a largescale survey and qualitative in-depth interviews, which I analyze through the lenses of gender
theory, leisure studies, and game studies.
To ground this project in these areas of study, Chapter Two is a review of the current
literature on gender, gaming, and leisure. It begins with a brief overview of scholarship on
technology’s strained history with femininity, from how technology is gendered in a way that
places it at odds with femininity to how technology complicate boundaries between leisure and
work for women (Green, 2001). These essentializing beliefs about gender and technology spill
over into game studies research – specifically research that examines players’ motivations for
playing games and general play behaviors. I highlight motivations-focused research that
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represents the prevalent perspectives on gender and gaming motivations, which influence both
players (and would-be players) and game industry forces that dictate for whom gaming is
intended. Next, I discuss some key studies from the field of feminist leisure studies, which is
integral to understanding the structural forces that guide women’s decisions about their leisure
time and activities. Finally, I conclude this chapter with an overview of research on advertising
and marketing in the video game industry and how game developers identify and
symbolically/economically manufacture their desired audiences.
The first part of the method of this study consists of a large-scale survey of more than
3,000 participants, meant to assess the general landscape of adult women’s experiences with
digital games and leisure. Chapter Three focuses specifically on the survey, which laid much of
the groundwork for the later qualitative analysis. I begin this chapter by describing the methods
used to recruit survey participants and analyze the data. I then discuss the results of the survey
data, which paints a broad portrait of how participants’ various ages, family structures, etc., shape
their relationship with gaming. The survey reveals trends in women’s experiences with games
culture that influence the types of games they are drawn to playing and how gender-specific
social factors shape the ways in which they play. Most notably, women identified several
different types of structural constraints (e.g. limited access, childcare) that impacted their ability
to play games at various points throughout their lives. In general, participants reported being
dissatisfied with their available leisure time for playing digital games, which can in turn dictate
the types of games participants find themselves able to enjoy.
The survey data was followed up with in-depth qualitative interviews with 21 participants
selected from the initial survey data. These participants were purposively selected on the basis of
their age, income range, and other lifestyle factors so that I achieved a representative group of
interview participants from the large initial sample. The interviews were meant to further develop
findings from the survey results. Chapter Four begins with an overview of the methods used to
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conduct the interviews and concludes with an analysis of the interview results. The interviews
build upon the findings from the survey, revealing the meaning that participants derive from the
various constraints that limit(ed) their access to and experiences with video games. Most
significantly, the interviews highlight the antecedent (i.e.: attitudinal, interpersonal) constraints
that girls and women are more likely to encounter – constraints that are also unique to the
strongly gendered leisure activity that is playing video games.
Chapter Five synthesizes the findings from the survey and interview portions of the study
with the literature from game studies, gender and technology, and leisure studies to discuss the
complexities and tensions surrounding female leisure and digital games. These findings challenge
the predominant discourse of girls’ and women’s interest in and access to gaming that treats their
experiences as purely the product of sex-based difference. I discuss implications of this research
for the future of game studies and gender-based approaches to studying technology and leisure.
Finally, I suggest some avenues for future research to continue exploring.
The reported growth of the female player population demands an understanding of how
girls’ and women’s relationship with the game industry and gaming culture. We need to situate
gendered gaming experiences within the larger (also gendered) context of leisure practices, and
how leisure is constructed and marketed around gender norms, in order to better understand girls’
and women’s interest in, access to, and overall experiences with video games. This project takes
players as the starting point (Shaw, 2015) in an effort to understand the complicated relations of
gender, games, and leisure as they experience it.

12

Chapter 2
Femininity, FPS, and free time: A review of literature on gender, leisure, and
gaming
This project brings together research on gender and gaming, leisure preferences and
gender constraints on leisure, while contextualizing elements within the historical development of
gaming technologies. The main goal of this chapter is to engage with the key literatures that will
frame and inform the analysis of the data in later chapters. In this chapter, first, I will review
some of the early large-scale studies that have been critical in influencing the current paradigm on
gaming motivations research. The literature on gender and gaming motivations and preferences is
a central point of this study, in that the study challenges several assumptions of this body of work
– namely the assertion that preferences for certain types of games and styles of gameplay are
determined by a player’s gender, which is also treated as a stable variable rather than a socially
constructed, dynamic identity. Second, I will review relevant literature on gender-based leisure
constraints. This body of work serves to contextualize our understanding of girls’ and women’s
involvement with digital games culture within the broader contexts of leisure and gender roles.
Finally, I will include literature on video game marketing and its role in shaping the norms of
gaming culture and, in turn, girls’ and women’s experiences with digital games.
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Literature Review

Gender and technology
In order to problematize gendered assumptions about entertainment preferences and
behavior from gameplay, it is first helpful to revisit the literature on the constructed and
performative nature of gender. Feminist theorists have argued that psychological and behaviors
differences “based” on gender are rooted in social, rather than biological, causes. As Simone de
Beauvoir famously stated, “one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman,” and moreover, “social
discrimination produces in women moral and intellectual effects so profound that they appear to
be caused by nature” (Beauvoir 1972 [original 1949], 18). That is, commonly observed behaviors
in both women (and men) are learned traits. It is no coincidence that gendered behavioral norms
also justify women’s subordination to men: women are socialized to be passive, obedient, and
supportive of men’s needs (Millett, 1971).
Contemporary gender scholars also emphasize the fragmented and contextual nature of
both masculinity and femininity, which are constantly negotiated and performed by individuals
(Butler, 1990). As Cassell (2000) argues, gender “involves possibilities that are always in flux
and that are determined by many things” (p. 300). Gender intersects with other factors that
comprise our identity, including ethnicity, age, and class. The complex interplay of these various
identifying categories makes the question, “What do female game players like?” a difficult one to
answer. Attempts to do so perpetually run the risk of simplifying and generalizing the issue,
which can lead to the reinforcement of stereotypical assumptions about gender and gaming that
typifies game studies research.
While every one of us has a complex relationship with the technologies we use, scholars
have long made the case that for girls and women it is particularly complicated in very specific
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ways. Wajcman (1991) asserts that technology is imbued with the social relations of its creators,
including gender difference; this renders technology itself as inherently patriarchal. Computer
language, mathematical thinking, and other forms of technical prowess are flavored with
masculinity – a detached, calculating manner of problem solving with right and wrong answers.
For women, Wajcman argues, gaining proficiency with technology poses a challenge for their
femininity. She contends:
It is not simply a question of acquiring skills, because these skills are embedded in a
culture of masculinity that is largely conterminous with the culture of technology.
Therefore, to enter this world, to learn its language, women have to forsake their
femininity (p. 19).
This tension between femininity and technology can pose challenges for women working
in tech. Turkle (1986) examines how women working in the computing industry distance
themselves from forming an “intimate” relationship with the machine. Turkle writes, “Women
look at computers and see more than machines. They see the culture that has grown up around
them and ask if they belong” (p. 42). In their minds, to be “serious” with computing, one must
distance themselves from the social world, dedicating themselves to mastering the computer.
Women report seeing their male colleagues develop relationships with computers akin to that of
an “imaginary friend,” whereas women perceive such a close relationship with technology comes
at the expense of authentic human relations. Women prefer to conceive of computers as “just a
tool.” Turkle argues that when women frame computing as “just a tool” they are making an
important statement about what they believe it means to be feminine – which they view as being
incompatible with forming an isolating bond with a machine at the expense of “real” social
connection. Hence, women’s aversion to intimate relationships with computing does not stem
from any fear of technology or lack of ability, but rather is a purposeful rejection of what it
entails.
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A common theme in feminist technology literature is how technology has historically
been used to constrain girls and women. Cowan (1989) illustrates how domestic technologies
such as washing machine have been designed to benefit men while creating “more work for
mother.” Cowan states:
The changes that occurred in household technology during the twentieth century had two
principal effects: The first was to separate the work of men and children from the work of
women, continuing a process that had begun in the previous century; and the second was
markedly to increase the productivity of the average housewife. This conclusion can be
put more succinctly by saying that, in the second phase of industrialization, American
households and American housewives shifted not from production to consumption but
from the production of one type of commodity to the production of another in even
greater quantities (p. 99).
The designing of technology around certain purposes and for particular types of
consumers sheds light on the dominant ideologies regarding who performs what types of work
and who is entitled to more leisure. In Cowan’s examination, it becomes clear that household
devices were created to help women achieve more in terms of housework, while freeing men and
children from such labor. This is also true for technology in the computer age. Promotions for
early versions of the Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs) were gendered either as a way to not
alienate male consumers, or, like earlier technologies, by expanding – and hiding – women’s
labor in the home and normalizing stereotypical definitions of wife and mother (RodinoColocino, 2006).
Early feminist technology studies was heavily focused on the effects that technology had
over women’s lives (e.g. Rothschild, 1983; Cowan, 1995). Faulkner and Arnold’s 1985 book
Smothered by invention: Technology in women’s lives is indicative of the anti-technoscience
sentiment of the era. As Wajcman (2000) notes, the prevailing attitudes toward technology at the
time were largely pessimistic and overly determinist, writing off technology as “patriarchal and
malignant” to the point of rendering any feminist re-designing of technological spaces as futile.
Technology and gender were both seen as fixed, distinct categories that interacted with each
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other, yet it was not truly until the late 20th century that feminist scholars really began to explore
how technology and gender are mutually constituted. Perhaps more influential in this vein of
thinking is Haraway (1985), specifically with her groundbreaking “cyborg” metaphor for gender
and technology. Rather than eschew technology for its masculine underpinnings, Haraway sees
the potential to reconfigure human and machine into a hybrid entity, one that challenges gender
conventions and redefines the idea of the self.
As Light (1995) notes, scholarship across many different fields have painted women’s
relationships with technology as “problematic.” She identifies several trends among studies: how
the introduction of math and science courses is perceived to be “alienating” to girls; how women
are turned off by computer language, competition, and violence; the lack of mentorship for
female computer science students and general hostility in academia. While these studies offer us
an important glimpse of some women’s realities, Light cautions that much of this scholarship falls
into the trap of eroding distinctions between the concepts of sex and gender, being confined by
traditional notions of masculinity and femininity, and casting girls and women as perpetual
victims of technology. Light (1995) argues:
This approach conflates sex with gender, perceiving culturally constructed notions about
gender as naturalised biological extensions of sex. It implicitly posits a rigid dichotomy
of gender characteristics: women have superior verbal skills / men excel at math and
science; women are pacifists / men are aggressive; women are prudish / men have a
higher appetite for things sexual; and so forth. As Sandra Harding points out in The
Science Question in Feminism, this framework locates the “problem” in women, rather
than asking how technology might be reshaped to accommodate them (Harding, 1986) (p.
134)
Light argues that this type of reasoning – which posits that women and feminists should reject
“masculine” technologies – only deepens the divide between women and technology, which
ultimately holds them back from a potential tool that could greatly benefit them. This is part of
my approach with this study – relocating the “problem” of gender and gaming culture with how
gaming is framed by the industry and many players, and how this is complicated by women’s
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actual understanding of these technologies in their lives. Breaking these gender dichotomies is
key to realizing girls’ and women’s ability to redefine technological landscapes to better
accommodate an array of gender expression.

Gaming and Motivations
There is an abundance of games scholarship that suggests girls and women like and
dislike certain types of games (Schott & Horrel, 2000; Taylor, 2003), the assumption being that
all girls and women share common interests and motivations when it comes to gaming (Yee,
2008). As Jenson & Castell (2008) note, it has become a “timeworn orthodoxy” (para 6) that
females prefer cooperation over competition in their video games, as opposed to males, who
thrive on competition (e.g. Cassell & Jenkins, 1998; Hartmann & Klimmt, 2006; Greenberg,
Sherry, Lachlan, Lucas, & Holmstrom, 2010). While many studies have found that boys play
games more frequently than girls (e.g. Griffiths & Hunt, 1995; Lucas & Sherry, 2004), these
studies seldom engage with the larger, contextualized discussion of why boys play more
frequently than girls. As a result, the narrative that emerges from this body of literature that boys
simply like games more than girls – a conclusion that seems to evoke, but not explicitly supported
by research in, biological explanations. Although boys may indeed play games more than girls,
what is missing from the discussion on gender and gaming is an acknowledgement and analysis
of the broader social and cultural forces that persuade or encourage boys to play games – that
may in fact socio-culturally construct players as male – while also discouraging or preventing
girls from having access to games.
The quantitative literature has overwhelmingly shown that gender tends to correlate with
certain patterns in gaming motivation and preferences (e.g. Griffiths & Hunt, 1995; Yee, 2004;
Yee, 2007; Williams, Consalvo, Caplan, & Yee, 2009). Nick Yee, who specializes in player
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motivations/preferences (and co-founded a big-data research firm for the gaming industry), has
found that gaming preferences often align with conventional gender stereotypes: Male gamers
tend to be driven by competition, high-difficulty, fast-pacing, intense gameplay, and strategy,
while female gamers gravitate towards games that have a good story, allow for more
customization (e.g. designing one’s avatar), fantasy (transporting players to somewhere else), and
cooperation with other players over competition. Yee’s long-standing popularity, along with other
widely cited work in this area, have created a narrative that men and women like different types
of games.
Studies have also continuously linked gender with preferences in game genre, or the
types of games that individuals prefer to play (Terlecki et al, 2011). For instance, Phan, Jardina,
and Hoyle (2012) surveyed 341 individuals who play video games and found males were more
likely than females to be drawn to strategy games, role-playing games (in which a player
embodies a virtual character), action games, and fighting games, whereas females seemed to
prefer puzzle-based games, card games, dancing games, and games that allowed them to socialize
with others. However, other studies have shown women to have a strong preference for roleplaying games, and some scholars suggest that it is the device upon which games are played,
rather than the genre of a game, that is the true motivation (Nofziger, 2014). Apperley (2006) is
critical of using genre to categorize games in general, as the idea of genre was designed based on
filmic conventions that do not always sync up with video games as a medium.
Some studies have shown that gender alone is not a determinant of preferences in gaming.
For example, Greenberg et al. (2010) conducted a large-scale study of players’ “orientation to
video games,” including not only the types of games they play, but also the amount of time spent
playing and their motivations for playing. Although the players’ gender was considered, the
researchers found age to be a significant factor in influencing the types of games players play.
Younger players – men and women – preferred fantasy-based games. Yet, as they aged, both men
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and women gravitated toward more competitive games. Greenberg et al. (2010) also explored
gameplay through uses and gratifications theory, which seeks to understand individuals’
motivations for using certain media. Men and women both cited using games for relaxation and
diversion, challenging conventional ideas about gender-based reasons for gaming. Males were
also found to play games more than females in general; however, in a study conducted by Homer
et al. (2012) that examined age and gaming behaviors, both men and women increased their time
spent playing games as they grew older.
Jenson, Fisher, & De Castell (2011) suggest that an experience gap – different degrees of
familiarity with playing a particular game or games in general – might be linked to the types of
games players enjoy. Studies have demonstrated that when female players first begin playing
video games, they engage in more cooperative gameplay and “helping dialogue”3 (Jenson & de
Castell, 2008); however, as these players gain more familiarity and expertise with playing games,
they will also develop more of an interest in more competitive and combative dialogue (Jenson et
al., 2011). Hence, players’ position on the expert-novice spectrum might provide some
explanation for why players choose particular types of games or engage in certain styles of
gameplay that have previously been attributed to gender-based logics. Furthermore, as video
games become more and more ubiquitous in our mediascape and cultural stigmas against females
(specifically adult women) playing games decline, we may continue to see an erosion of genderbased differences in play.
Dianne Carr’s (2005) work on gender and play preferences among adolescents serves as a
solid model for teasing out the complexities of gender identity and gameplay. She studied an allgirls after-school gaming club in search of relationships between taste, content, context and
competence, in order to explore the multiple factors that feed into users' choices and contribute to
“Helping dialogue” refers to language used by players to help teach gameplay to other, typically female,
players.
3
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the formation of gaming preferences” (p. 466). While she did find evidence of gaming preference
along gendered lines, Carr emphasized the need to situate these preferences within the social
contexts that create them. By studying these girls throughout the course of a full school term, Carr
also found that tastes and competence changed over time. Therefore, it is important to remember
that gaming preferences are not static, but contextual themselves.
Jenson and de Castell (2008) are concerned that reproducing “essentializing” pictures of
gender and players will further contribute to a hegemonic (masculine) culture in gaming, which
is already resistant to inclusivity in gaming (Consalvo, 2012). Furthermore, Jenson and de Castell
take issue with the ways in which motivation/preference studies attempt to measure these
attributes. It may be that these studies are replicating a tautology: by continually finding that
women have some aversion to competition suggests these studies are likely conceptualizing
“competition” (and other variables used to assess attributes of gameplay) in a traditionally
masculine sense of the word. Jenson & de Castell (2008) argue:
The very idea of “competition”… is gendered and contestable. If we think we know
what competition means, then we probably have not observed, analyzed, or talked to
very many girls playing games. It's commonplace that many female athletes, for
example, are highly competitive, so why would we not expect girls who play
computer games to be “competitive”? (para 6)
Defining competition in a masculine sense delegitimizes other ways that women (and
male players) might embody different forms of competition, including some that may defy
conventional notions of what it means to be competitive, and in turn, the gender roles associated
with them. Furthermore, this competition-cooperation dichotomy ignores the fact that
competition- and cooperation-based elements are often fused together in many games, rendering
such distinctions useless when analyzing preferences toward certain games (Jenson & de Castell,
2008).
Jenson and de Castell and other feminist scholars argue that, rather than just using gender
as a (stable) variable in studies, scholars need to rethink how the very frameworks and methods
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employed in much of game studies research sustain hegemonic beliefs about gender and gaming.
More recently some game studies scholars – feminist scholars in particular – have pushed back
against this dominant narrative of gender-essentialized preferences in games. Much of
contemporary game studies research on gender and equity treats artificial and constructed notions
of gender as “natural” and “essential,” to the degree that it limits scholars’ ability to critically
examine gender and gameplay. They argue that these “‘norms’ are often mis-interpreted, indeed
mis-labeled as ‘evidence’ for a stable ‘fact’ about gender” (Jenson & de Castell, 2008). This of
course ignores the ways gender is performed in accordance with social conventions of what is
means to be masculine or feminine. These “acts” of gender become so repeated that they come to
be taken as “natural,” therefore not questioned as being anything other than rooted in biology
(Butler, 1999).
Despite finding that gaming motivations align with conventional gender stereotypes, Yee
(2015) also observed a correlation between motivations and players’ age. When considering
players under the age of 34, there remain consistent differences in gaming motivation between
males and females; however, as age increases, that difference appears to shrink. Moreover, the
difference in motivations between men and women is much smaller than the differences between
young and older male players. Taking into account that the average female player is 8 years older
than the average male player (Entertainment Software Association, 2016), Yee (2015) notes that
research that makes comparisons based purely on gender without accounting for players’ age
tends to artificially inflate perceived gender-based differences. Furthermore, this suggests that
age is a powerful predictor of one’s gaming motivations, in addition to gender. Age as a
consideration for gaming motivations is, therefore, at the heart of my own project as I seek to
explain the shrinking gender gap among adult players.
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Gendered leisure constraints
In order to understand girls’ and women’s experiences with gaming culture, it is
important to contextualize their experiences within broader notions of leisure activity. Scant
attention was devoted to studying women’s leisure until the 1980s, the dominant assumption
being that women experienced leisure the same ways that men did (Bella, 1986). Research on
women had been mostly concentrated on paid work and family cycles. In time, leisure studies
scholars began to realize there were fundamental differences in how women and men understand
and experience leisure. For instance, the ways in which leisure is defined can often lead to
misconceptions about women’s leisure. Leisure is frequently described in one of three ways: time,
activity, and experience (Henderson, 1990). Wearing and Wearing (1988) have argued that
conceptualizing leisure in terms of time (“free time” to do what one pleases) is not a useful
definition when analyzing women’s leisure, as many women believe they do not have the time –
or even deserve the time – to participate in leisure activities. Moreover, women’s leisure activities
tend to be more fragmented than men’s, squeezed into the in-between moments of paid work and
unpaid work (Deem, 1986). The term “activity” (the doings of a person during free time), too,
falls short as a concept due to the fact that many studies do not consider activities that women
frequently cite as leisure (for example, taking a relaxing bath) to be such (Henderson et al., 1989).
Henderson (1990) maintains that framing women’s leisure in terms of the experience is the bestsuited approach, in that the concept of experience gets at the subjective, qualitative aspect of
leisure, which is a more useful measure of how people actually understand their leisure.
Conceptualizing leisure in terms of actual experience also allows us to study the “multidimensional, transitory, and multi-phase” nature of leisure (Lee, Dattilo, & Howard, 1994).
Tinsley and Tinsley (1986) have noted how framing leisure as “experience” captures both
positive and negative experiences that might occur, especially over periods of time. Similarly,
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Clawson (1963) highlights how people experience leisure differently throughout various stages,
such as anticipating the commencement of the leisure activity versus during or after the activity.
Additionally, because leisure often occurs within fragmented chunks of time (especially in the
lives of women), characterizing leisure as experience rather than time or activity captures how
leisure is experienced alongside other facets of the every day.
Finally, leisure satisfaction has been found to be a determinant of people’s motivations
for choosing which leisure activities to engage in. Iso-Ahola (1983; 1990) developed a model of
prevalent motivations for seeking leisure that consists of “seeking (intrinsic rewards) and
escaping (routine environments) elements.” The former includes gratifications such as “selfdetermination, sense of competence, challenge, learning, exploration, and relaxation” (Dunn Ross
& Iso-Ahola, 1991, p. 2280), while the latter involves leaving behind the personal/interpersonal
world, such as stress, problems, failures, or work or home responsibilities (Dunn Ross & IsoAhola, 1991). This “push-and-pull” of motivations can occur simultaneously, although there may
be some forms of leisure that draw more strongly on one type of motivation than others.
Interestingly, the motivations identified by Iso-Ahola regarding general leisure habits maps easily
onto players’ gaming motivations as well – competition, social interaction, relaxation, escapism
being a few prominently cited ones (see Yee, 2007; Yee, 2015).
Anticipated enjoyment of leisure has been strongly linked to motivations (Dunn Ross &
Iso-Ahola, 1991; Iso-Ahola & Weissinger, 1987). The awareness of potential leisure satisfaction
has been found to be critical in gauging one’s intentions of seeking out leisure activities (Deci,
1980). Of course, perceived constraints on leisure such as a lack of free time, freedom,
competency, and money can hinder both leisure motivation and satisfaction (Iso-Ahola &
Mannell, 1985), hence Iso-Ahola and Weissinger (1987) emphasize the importance of educating
people about the availability and benefits of leisure. It is vital to recognize that motivations are
mitigated by phenomenon like awareness or perceived satisfaction, as it illustrates that
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motivations are not always easily discernable. As Murray (1964) notes, “[A motive] is an internal
factor that arouses, directs, and integrates a person’s behavior” and “is not observed directly but
inferred from his behavior or simply assumed to exist in order to explain his behavior” (p. 7).
This is extremely relevant when we examine leisure decisions such as gaming preferences
because the factors that undergird many players’ motivations may be obscured, yet we assume
their motivations stem from natural – and even biological – impetuses.
In the 1980s, feminist researchers began to call attention to the invisibility of women in
the leisure studies literature by analyzing leisure through a feminist perspective. A feminist
perspective, which holds that there are multiple and equally valid ways of understanding human
experience, is an appropriate framework for exploring a phenomenon like leisure, which is also
highly subjective (Henderson et al. 1996). Feminism itself is significantly fragmented, with many
different formulations; therefore, there is no singular feminist approach to leisure studies.
However, they all remain committed to creating social change that foregrounds patriarchy as a
system of oppression by highlighting the opportunities and constraints in women’s lives that
affect their access to leisure (Henderson, 1991).
As Bolla et al (1991) observe, literature on women and leisure as a whole shows that
women’s access to and enjoyment of free time are greatly impacted by the patriarchal division of
labor. They explain:
… the nature of the lives of women which involve primary child-care and household
responsibilities, and oppressive forces acting from a variety of levels … mean that access
to free time and activity are particularly problematic for women (Bolla et al., 1991, p.
232).
While some leisure studies scholars have found little to no difference between women’s and
men’s leisure participation (e.g. Zuzanek, 1978), these studies fail to acknowledge the contextual
factors surrounding leisure, some of which uniquely or more strongly impact women (Klieber,
Walker, & Mannell, 2011; Shaw, 1994). Numerous studies applying feminist frameworks to

25
gender and leisure have revealed constraints on leisure that women struggle with that seem
largely absent from men’s experiences (Jackson & Henderson, 1995; Brown et al., 2001).

Types of gendered constraints
Constraints on women’s leisure have become their own sub-category of leisure studies
analysis. Jackson (1988) defines constraints on leisure as “anything that inhibits people’s ability
to participate in leisure activities, to spend more time doing so, to take advantage of leisure
services, or to achieve a desired level of satisfaction” (cited in Jackson & Henderson, 1995, p.
32). Henderson et al. (1988) drew distinctions between two different types of constraints:
antecedent and intervening. Antecedent constraints are pre-existing factors that affect an
individual’s preference towards a particular leisure activity, whereas intervening constraints
impact the person’s ability to participate in said activity.
Within the broader category of antecedent constraints exist both intrapersonal and
interpersonal constraints. Crawford and Godbey (1987) conceptualize intrapersonal constraints4
as individuals’ psychological states that affect a person’s leisure preferences (e.g. anxiety,
perceived lack of necessary skills, prior socialization to certain leisure activities, and perception
of the activity’s appropriateness). Crawford and Godbey (1987) state that some of these
constraints – such as perceived appropriateness of a particular form of leisure – are largely
derived from social influences; however, it is because they are experienced at the individual
psychological level that they are intrapersonal constraints. Interpersonal constraints, on the other
hand, refer to attitudes towards leisure that are shaped by interpersonal relationships. A married

Crawford and Godbey (1987) use the term “barriers” instead of constraints. However, in later
publications, barriers was largely replaced by constraints, as barriers implied impassable obstacles that
prevent leisure participation altogether. “Constraints” offers a more nuanced articulation of how hurdles to
leisure can be navigated (see Jackson, Crawford, & Godbey, 1995).
4
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couple with conflicting leisure preferences, for instance, may find themselves constrained in
terms of joint leisure opportunities. Jackson and Henderson (1995) have found that women tend
to experience more intrapersonal and interpersonal constraints on their leisure than men do.
Crawford and Godbey (1987) also identify structural constraints, which are a form of intervening
constraints. Structural constraints are those that prevent a person from participating in a leisure
activity for which they have formed a preference. Finances, family life-cycles, climate, and work
schedules all fall under the category of structural constraints.
Prior the 1980s, researchers tended to frame constraints as insurmountable barriers to
leisure participation – an “all or nothing” approach. However, Jackson et al. (1993) pushed for a
more nuanced understanding of constraints. Rather than refraining from participating in leisure
due to constraints, Jackson et al. (1995) posited that people actively navigate and negotiate leisure
constraints (when possible). Of course, if constraints are present or severe, they can still impact
the leisure experience itself (hence the value in studying leisure as experience, as opposed to time
or activity, as articulated by Henderson [1990]). Interlocking constraints can be harder to
negotiate. Jackson and Henderson et al. (1989) argue that women are the subjects of cumulative
effects of multiple constraints, exacerbated by gender-specific limitations. Additionally,
Crawford, Jackson, & Godbey (1991) posit that these constraints exist in a hierarchy, and that
they are encountered sequentially. That is, before individuals attempt to pursue a leisure activity,
they must first overcome any existing intrapersonal barriers. Because these are rooted in one’s
psychology and cultural norms, intrapersonal barriers are the most powerful determinants on a
person’s willingness to even attempt a leisure activity, a priori of interpersonal or structural
factors. Jackson et al. (1993) has shown that anticipation of constraints and self-evaluations of
one’s ability to negotiate those constraints can itself become a deterrent to attempting leisure.
Again, seeing as women are more likely to report intrapersonal and interpersonal constraints
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(Jackson and Henderson, 1995; Henderson & Gibson, 2013), the hierarchy is arguably more
difficult to negotiate for women than it is for men.

Human development and influences on women’s leisure
A great deal of the leisure studies literature has identified ways in which girls and women
are uniquely constrained throughout stages of human development. Rojek asserts that “… at
every stage in the life cycle, the leisure time and space of females is obstructed by constraints that
do not intrude so insistently upon the leisure preferences of men” (1985, p. 18, as cited in
Henderson, 1991). As early as infancy, girls’ leisure options are influenced by gender
socialization. Parents often defer to their child’s sex as the determinant of the child’s preferences
in toys and activities. Pressure from parents, siblings, and other peers reinforce these genderbiased stereotypes. While the pressure to conform to gender expectations can be powerful, some
do “crossover” and appropriate activities associated with the “opposite”5 gender. For those who
do resist conforming to gender-based leisure roles, the experience can be quite liberating – a
means of combatting the general ways in gender circumscribes our actions (Klieber, Walker,
Mannell, 2011). However, Schmalz & Kerstetter (2006) have found that males tend to be more
resistant to crossing over, as the stigma of males adopting more “feminine” activities is perceived
as greater than that of girls and women who take on masculine activities. A clear example is the
gendering of particular sports, such as gymnastics and football, which remain female-dominated
and male-dominated, respectively (Theberge, 1991).
Of course, this relative freedom to cross into “boys’ leisure spaces” has a time limit in
many cultures. In the United States, for instance, one legacy of the women’s suffrage movement
The idea of an “opposite” gender supposes a binary gender system. While I do not subscribe to such a
system, I use the term opposite here to highlight the ways in gender is conventionally constructed and
understood.
5
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was an acceptance of girls participating in athletics and other traditionally masculine activities
that were seen as teaching girls valuable life skills. “Tomboys” were encouraged, in fact;
however, the expectation was (and is today) that girls will grow out of their tomboy “phase” by
the time they reach adulthood. Girls who continue to maintain a tomboy identity as they approach
the end of adolescence can become a source of anxiety for others who are uncomfortable with the
gender ambiguity (Holland & Harpin, 2015), a symptom of patriarchal norms.
Shaw (1991) has pointed out that when women reach adulthood, their leisure is likely to
be linked to family roles. Whiteside and Hardin (2011) found that women who are wives or
mothers tend to develop leisure interests that mirror that of their spouses and children, viewing
leisure as an avenue for connecting with their family. In the case of viewing televised sports
events, Whiteside and Hardin observed that interests in certain sports and teams by women in
heterosexual marriages are often influenced by their husband’s preferences. Moreover, women
are typically responsible for organizing family leisure (Shannon & Shaw, 2008), including leisure
activities during vacations and holidays, and also assume responsibility for ensuring these
activities occur smoothly and as scheduled (Deem, 1996). More recently, trends indicate women
in many parts of the world are marrying later and having less children, and often at an older age
(or not at all) (Center for Disease Control, 2016; World Health Organization, 2018). For these
women, their young adulthood years could actually resort in more time to explore their own
leisure interests, without the pressure of motherhood or maintaining spousal relationships. While
these lifestyle changes might be delayed for some, the literature suggests that it is these major life
events that influence choices about leisure more so than their age.
These issues help explain why adult women generally feel less entitled to leisure time
than their male peers (Shaw, 1991a). Women with families have busy home schedules, structured
by their care-taking roles, that force them to carve out leisure time in between their work (both
paid and unpaid) and therefore experience interruptions in their leisure time. Working mothers
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have been shown to have a particularly difficult time finding available free time for leisure
(Zuzanek & Smale, 1997; Monterrubio, 2009). Hence, many women show a preference for
leisure activities that do not require a lengthy time commitment (Whiteside & Hardin, 2011).
While developmental stages can certainly impact attitudes regarding leisure throughout a
person’s lifespan, and at different magnitudes, Klieber, Walker, and Mannell (2011) maintain that
leisure is one of the few contexts where a person may be permitted to not “act their own age.” I
would emphasize that although this is applicable to some leisure activities (such as sports that
have adult leagues), there are still other leisure activities that are already stigmatized as being
“juvenile” pastimes (such as playing video games). I argue that both men and women sometimes
face social stigma for engaging in what is regarded as an age-inappropriate activity. Based on
research I’ve conducted on adult female comic book readers, I found that this age-related stigma
can be enough to discourage women, in particular, from partaking in or at least being vocal about
participating in certain leisure activities (Orme, 2016).

Female leisure constraints and digital gaming
Knowing what we do about female leisure constraints, we can better understand how
girls’ and women’s choices regarding gaming are also shaped by economic, political, and other
social forces. While research on gender and gaming has been pointing to gender-based
differences since the early 1990s, little attempt has been made (until very recently) to connect
these “natural” choices and behaviors to external forces. The abundance of scholarship claiming
gender-conforming preferences in game genre and play behaviors (which is almost entirely
quantitative in nature) fails to offer context beyond gaming, such as general leisure habits, and
how that shapes player activities. Once we begin to examine games research through the lens of
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feminist leisure studies, we can start to see the broader context that might drive what the games
industry frames as consumer choice.
For instance, one explanation for why far fewer girls than adult women partake in games
as a form of leisure is the matter of access to gaming devices. It has been well documented that
girls are less likely than boys to own a dedicated gaming console such as a PlayStation or Xbox
system, influenced by stereotypical assumptions regarding video games being a boy’s hobby
(Cassell & Jenkins, 1998; Lenhart et al., 2015). Based on this knowledge, games marketed
explicitly to young girls in the 1990s were almost exclusively designed for the home computer,
which was considered a family device. Boys became the focus of console game developers, and
PC developers targeted the previously neglected female market. Being that family computers
were shared by the household, girls found their playtime cut into by other household members
needing to use the computer for school, work, and other activities – a non-issue for dedicated
gaming consoles.
Given the high costs of game systems and games (with the standard price of games at
launch being $60), such purchasing decisions are typically not the sole choices of children. As
Barnett & Chick (1986) note, this makes family the preeminent factor in children’s leisure
opportunities. Studies examining family decision-making regarding leisure-related purchases
suggest that mothers play a large role in the decision process. Howard and Madrigal (1990) found
that mothers tend to play the most dominant role in determining their children’s leisure
participation. While children do have a significant amount of input in these decisions, and fathers
are involved to a certain degree, mothers are most likely to either make the leisure purchase or
veto the child’s decision. This decision-making power of the mother is especially important to
note, given that mothers have been found to play a vital role in shaping the leisure attitudes of
their daughters, in particular. Shannon and Shaw (2008) have concluded that mothers may
transfer their own attitudes towards leisure activities to their daughters. Adult women’s perceived
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lack of entitlement to or preference for more “feminine” types of leisure can reinforce traditional
gender roles for their daughters. There is also some indication that children will exhibit more
decision-making power in families with higher socio-economic status (Jenkins, 1979). The
intersections of children’s’ gender and their family’s SES may further dictate their access to
digital games.
For women who already feel their free time should be dedicated to “productive” pursuits,
leisure activities such as gaming – which is perceived by many as frivolous and non-productive
(Chess, 2009) – does not seem to “fit” into their lives. In studies conducted on women and their
relationship to games, many women expressed that they not have time to play games or that
games feel like a “waste of time” (Royse et al., 2007). In the case of adult women who do play
video games, Chess (2009) found that many women experience intense feelings of guilt
surrounding their play as it detracts from more “productive” endeavors such as housework. Chess
identifies three categories of games that make up much of the products targeted at female
audiences. The first, “pragmatic play,” refers to productivity-based games like Wii Fit (a fitnesscentric title relying on motion-sense technology) and brain-training puzzle games like Brain Age.
Second, there is “simulated productive play” – games that emulate real-world productivity like
cooking or waitressing. Finally, there is “socially productive play,” which are games that target
women using stereotypes about family and care-giving. The Wii game system, which was
marketed in the mid-2000s as a system meant to be played together as a family, is one example.
When play becomes conflated with productivity and “work,” it can greatly decrease the level of
enjoyment women experience, which further interpolates them into gendered subjectivities.
Because video game play predominately happens within the home, women’s leisure
experiences with games can be difficult to map. As Green et al. (1990) point out, men view the
home as a space for relaxation and leisure, but many women are encumbered with labor in the
space of the home; women therefore are less likely to be able to separate the dimensions of work

32
and leisure in the home (Bittman & Wajcman, 2000; Mattingly & Bianchi, 2003; Whiteside &
Hardin, 2011). Additionally, because women’s leisure tends to be highly fragmented (Deem,
1986), it can be more challenging for them to fit a meaningful length of gaming into their free
time. This may also explain, in part, the draw of “casual” or mobile games for women, which are
designed to be played for shorter periods, as opposed to console games that can require players to
set aside an hour or more to complete assigned tasks. (Of course, this “feminization” of games
has implications for how women are viewed by much of game culture, which I discuss later.)
Another constraint of women’s enjoyment playing video games may be rooted in some
women’s anxieties about their competence while playing. Crawford and Godbey (1987) have
made the case for women being more likely than men to have reservations about their own skills
related to a leisure activity, which may discourage them from participation. While I have not seen
this empirically tested in the case of women and video games, I have observed and spoken with
women about the phenomenon of “just watching.” That is, in group situations where several
people would gather to play video games, boys and men are most often the ones who played the
most, while girls and women are more likely to pass on their turn, instead choosing to watch the
others play. I suspect that kind of non-participation is the product of some women’s fears
regarding their own gaming skills. Of course, truly lacking the necessarily skills to enjoy an
activity can become a structural constraint, and not just an intrapersonal one (Crawford &
Godbey, 1991).
That said, it is worth noting that framing the watching of others play as a form of nonparticipation may be problematic in itself. Leisure participation has been traditionally conceived
as an “all or nothing” decision, in which you either participate or you do not (Crawford et al.,
1991). However, conceptualizing leisure in terms of a gradient is a more appropriate approach,
one that recognizes that people negotiate leisure in nuanced ways (Jackson et al., 1993). I take
this to mean that people will find their own ways to participate in activities, even if those ways do
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not conform to the conventional definition of “participation,” which implies active, direct
engagement with the activity. Applying this to the case of women and gaming, I argue that, using
Jackson et al.’s (1993) models of leisure negotiation, the case could be made that “watching” is
an equally valid method of participation, albeit one that defines conventional definitions of the
word. Considering the gender dynamics of gaming culture, including the ways it constructs
femininity, it is helpful, and necessary even, to reflect on how we define participation in this
particular space.
As the technologies on which we play video games evolve, and the nature of time and
place in which we play also shifts, game studies scholars have begun to look for new ways of
articulating play. Recently, Consalvo at al. (2016) theorized the concept of “tandem play,” which
refers to two or more players navigating a single-play game together. Kinder (1991) seems to
have initiated the use of the phrase in the early 90s. She argues that single-player games were far
from isolating for children; in fact, they fostered spaces for socialization, cooperation, and
learning. Today, as the games industry has shifted away from “couch co-op” (playing together in
the same physical room) and gravitated towards online play, tandem play can also be conceived
of in terms of watching others play online via streaming platforms like YouTube or the gamingdedicated platform Twitch (Consalvo, 2017).
Some forms of leisure that bill themselves as “male leisure” can be considered harmful
or, at the very least, off-putting to women. For example, in her study of women’s perceptions of
pornography as male leisure, Shaw (1999b) found that women perceived themselves as objects of
men’s leisure. This can certainly be said in relation to general gaming culture as well. The
industry is rife with gender-biased messages, from portrayals of women as objects of male sexual
desire in video games and their surrounding advertising campaigns, to the prevalence of “booth
babes” at professional trade shows and fan conventions (Huntemann, 2013). In one of the many
studies that analyzed the content of video games, Dietz (1998) found that games frequently
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portrayed women as sex objects, as well as the victims of violence. Obviously, these negative
depictions of women, which can also be a source of pleasure for male players, can hinder
women’s ability to enjoy digital games, if not discourage them for playing altogether.

Feminizing games, niche audiences, and #Gamergate
Additionally, media representations that consistently frame gaming as a masculine leisure
activity likely reinforce women’s lack of play. Much of the critical literature on advertising in
gaming culture has emphasized the role that marketing efforts play in the actual construction of
desired audiences and how this impacts players. Despite the diversity of those who play video
games, common representations of players in marketing efforts tend to skew towards white,
heterosexual males. As Fron et al. (2007) note, video games have been designed for, and
marketed almost exclusively to, male players. This seems to be a reflection of those who continue
to largely control the production of digital games. Heavily dominated by straight, white men, the
industry workforce assumes that their primary audience shares the same characteristics (Gourdin,
2005; Prescott & Bogg, 2011). Given the presumed demographics of the target audience, then, it
is unsurprising that the industry’s marketing strategies have largely followed suit. For example, a
high-profile television commercial that announced the debut of the Sony PlayStation 4 in 2013
featured two young, white male gamers obliterating each other while singing Lou Reed’s song
“Perfect Day” (Ciambriello, 2013).
As the games industry has (slowly, and sometimes resentfully) started to take notice of
the diverse demographics of its consumer base, many developers have engaged in strategic
marketing strategies aimed at reaching out to sought-over groups such as adult women and
members of the LGBT community. Game studies scholars interested in the advertising aspect of
gaming culture have been quick to observe several problems associated with this approach, many
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of which mirror the mistakes of the industry’s failed Girls’ Games Movement in the 90s
(discussed below). Renowned game studies scholar Jesper Juul (2010) has noted how a “casual
revolution” has overtaken the games industry. “Casual games” – those that are meant to be picked
up and played in short intervals and are designed for general audiences – have broadened the
community of those who play games. Mobile games and the Wii gaming system, which bills
itself as a “family” system with a games library that has appeal for every type of player from
children to the elderly, extend beyond the traditionally defined, masculine power gamer of the
1990s.
Vanderhoef (2013) has referred to this push for inclusivity in games culture as the
“feminization of games.” While attempts to include a more diverse gaming population is
undeniably admirable and long over-due, Vanderhoef and other scholars critique the ways in such
inclusivity initiatives have been undertaken, namely through marketing strategies. Studying the
advertising techniques employed by casual game developers and Nintendo (whose target
audience overlaps with the casual gaming audience), Vanderhoef argues that marketing
techniques for casual games overwhelming target female players, leading to the equating of
casual games with femininity. Major industry trade shows where gaming products are unveiled
and promoted to consumers further drive a wedge between masculine, hardcore players and
feminine, casual players by almost exclusively showcasing their products aimed at the core
gaming demographic as opposed to their mobile or family-oriented entertainment.
In her recent book Ready Player Two (2017), Chess takes a critical look at games that are
“designed for women” and how they constitute her concept of “Player Two,” an idealized version
of the female gamer. Chess explains that Player Two is a ghost – an imagined female player
formed by game developers’ assumptions about femininity and what it looks like. As such, she is
white, cisgender, heteronormative, able-bodied, and middle-class. Rather than having any basis in
the actual real lived experiences of girls and women, Player Two is a “designed identity” (Chess,
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2017). Games designed for female audiences, then, are built with this faux femininity that relies
on binaries, stereotypes and other assumptions about gender as the starting point, and as such
structure our play experiences in accordance with prescriptive gender assumptions. As Chess
powerfully reminds us, “Video games are crested with specific audiences in mind, managing and
policing those audiences” (2017, p. 25).
Another way that femininity gets co-opted in the marketing of casual games is the
conflation of casual gaming with “Mom.” Sheffield (2009) discusses how, for many developers,
the logic of “If my mom can play it, it’s a casual game” is an industry norm. This logic then gets
reiterated in the advertising for not only casual games, but also games that developers wish to
distance from the association of “casual.” Vanderhoef (2013) draws on the example of the
marketing campaign for the science-fiction, third-person shooting game Dead Space 2. In
addition to the game’s slogan, “Your Mom Hates This,” advertisements for the game featured
gameplay interspersed with “mothers” with horrified looks on their faces. The juxtaposition of
mothers, which are seen as incompatible with hardcore gaming culture, with intense and violent
gameplay rhetorically equates Dead Space 2 with the masculine, power gaming audience in a way
that devalues both casual gaming and femininity in one fell swoop.
The Wii gaming system itself has been the focus of a great deal of the scholarship on
games and marketing from a feminist perspective. Flynn (2003) has discussed how the sleek and
minimalist design of the Wii was intended to de-masculinize gaming by downplaying the
technology behind it, which could be seen as “intimidating” to female audiences. Tracking the
history of video games’ relocation from arcades to the living room, Flynn observes that,
historically, video game console developers were not interested in presenting their products as
domestic devices. Compared to its rival machines – the very masculine and technically
impressive Xbox 360 and PlayStation 3 – the Wii is a modest rectangle that can easily be
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mistaken for a small DVD player or router, allowing it to blend in with the rest of the living room
(Vanderhoef, 2013).
Nintendo has been critiqued by feminist game scholar Shira Chess (2009) for the ways in
which it markets its products to female audiences. Echoing previously discussed work on earlier
gendered technologies, Chess has observed that women’s play is frequently advertised as an
extension of productivity, rather than pure leisure and play as presented to male players.
Marketing campaigns for Nintendo products like their fitness-based games and self-improvement
games are overwhelmingly targeted toward women. In her examination of video game ads placed
in women’s special interest magazines, Chess (2011) found that companies often ran radically
different ads for the same products in men and women’s magazines. Advertisements in women’s
magazines emphasized the themes of productivity (e.g. “Do Something With Your Nothing”) and
self-help. One example Chess highlights is how the game Brain Age – a popular brain-training
game produced for both male and female audiences – was marketed to women by offering them
the ability to get a “36-24-36 cerebrum,” a play on the measurements for women’s stereotypically
ideal body shape.
Game studies and queer studies scholar Adrienne Shaw (2013) posits that the games
industry runs the bigger risk of alienating populations of players through their concerted efforts to
market specific products to particular groups, namely women and LGBT gamers. Much like
Girls’ Games Movement, which attempted to develop games aligned with girls’ supposed shared
interests, many game developers (some with good intentions) have fallen into the trap of
(re)producing gender- and sexuality-based stereotypes in games and the marketing campaigns
surrounding them in an effort to attract these groups of players. However, rather than appeal to
these types of players, these advertising efforts, which treat women’s and LGBT individual’s
interests as monolithic, often alienates them instead (e.g. Shaw, 2012). Shaw (2015) advises the
games industry to refocuses their efforts at representation towards more pluralistic understandings
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of players’ identities. All of these strategies, sometimes under the guise of attempting to make
gaming culture a more inclusive space, perpetuate narratives of women not playing games or, at
least, only certain types of games, “further contributing to the self-fulfilling prophecy that
‘women don’t play videogames’” (Fron et al., 2007, p. 316).
These various hostilities toward female players are most visible in the misogynistic
#Gamergate campaign. Following increasing criticism of gaming’s sexist, racist, and otherwise
problematic tropes, many (white, straight, cisgender, male) players became enraged over they
what they viewed as feminists ruining video games with politics and cries for social justice. Thus
began the widespread online harassment campaign in which female game critics and developers
became targets of harassment, doxxing6, and violent threats (Wingfield, 2014). Not even
academia is spared; several academics studying games and culture (and #Gamergate, specifically)
have also been targets of members of the campaign (Chess & Shaw, 2015). While the wave of
harassment and threats that made #Gamergate known in mainstream media throughout 2014 and
2015 have died down, gaming conferences and conventions featuring panels on games and
diversity still draw attacks from pro-Gamergaters. In 2015, organizers of the popular tech event
South by Southwest cancelled a scheduled speaking panel dealing with online harassment in the
gaming community after receiving threats of on-site violence (Ingraham, 2015).

Conclusion
In this study, I draw on literature chronicling women’s tenuous relationship with
technology, and digital games culture specifically, game studies research, and leisure studies
scholarship to explore how girls and women understand their roles as female participants
Doxxing (also sometimes written as doxing or doxcing) is the publishing of someone’s personally
identifiable information online, typically with the intent of exposing that person to harassment, threats, and
other malicious behavior.
6
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navigating a traditionally masculinist leisure space. How, if it all, are their game-related leisure
choices motivated by these gender dynamics? Drawing on survey and interview responses from
women players, I argue the “problem” (to borrow a phrase from many feminist technology
scholars) of gender and gaming lies with how gaming-as-leisure is constructed by the malecentric digital games industry, which produces technology that is structured in ways that privilege
conventionally masculine leisure patterns. I contend that women’s attitudes about video games
are not the product of biological factors, as some motivations research would seem to illustrate;
rather, women find themselves navigating compounded constraints on gender roles, leisure time,
and the exclusionary culture that permeates much of video game communities.
The following chapter details the methods and findings for the survey component of this
study. The chapter aims to portray wider trends in how adult women identify with (or dis-identify
with) certain aspects of gaming culture. It draws attention to common preferences towards certain
games, methods of playing, and how women understand themselves as minorities in a leisure
culture that frequently misunderstands, misrepresents, and ignores them. The large-scale survey is
instrumental is highlighting how the discussed phenomenon related to gender and gaming are
widely shared experiences rather than just isolated ones. This solidifies that gender-related
gaming relationships are structured by larger, gendered social forces such as leisure and gender
socialization.
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Chapter 3
Mapping the Landscape of Female Players: A Survey
The many variables associated with this project (e.g. gender, age of participants,
technological innovations in gaming culture over the life span of the participants) necessitate a
mixed-methods approach to comprehensively study the phenomenon of the age-based gender gap
among female players. As such, this study consists of two major phases of data collection: a
cross-sectional survey used to generalize findings about the population, and in-depth, open-ended
interviews to help interpret and elaborate on the survey results (Cresswell, 2014). This chapter
details the methods and results for the survey portion of the study, which lays the groundwork for
the following chapter involving interviews. I will first discuss how my participants were selected
and recruited for this study, followed by an explanation of my survey instrument design and the
procedure for administering it. Finally, I will summarize the findings from the survey and discuss
their implications.
The survey provides insight into trends in female player’s preferred genres, methods of
playing, and experiences as marginalized members of a masculinist leisure space. While the
findings align with previous research that posits gender-driven preferences and motivations, I
unpack these findings in the context of gender socialization with technology, gaming culture, and
leisure to illustrate how women’s supposed “natural” preferences are mitigated by social
structures that “push-and-pull” individuals towards and away from certain leisure activities (Dunn
Ross & Iso-Ahola, 1991). Women in this study identify how their leisure is constrained by
gendered obligations such as childcare, housework, and other care-work that uniquely affects
their available leisure time and ability to enjoy certain aspects of video game culture that are
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structured around the less-confining leisure patterns of men. The survey results also highlight the
importance that gender plays in predicting how and when one might be introduced to video
games as a leisure activity. Male family members were indicated as a common source of
participant’s interests in video games, although their access to gaming tended to be more
restricted than their male siblings’.

Methods

Participants and recruitment
For this study, I collected data from female-identifying adults (18 years or older) who
currently play digital games. Digital games, for the sake of this project, refer to any games played
on digital devices such as dedicated gaming consoles (e.g., PlayStation, Xbox, or Nintendo game
systems), computers, or mobile devices. I use the term “players” as opposed to “gamers” for
specific and political reasons throughout my project, including my recruitment materials. As
Bergstrom et al. (2016) found, many players deliberately distance themselves from the “gamer”
label in order to avoid association with the pervasive media stereotypes of gamers as “(White)
male teen[s], likely overweight and socially awkward or isolated” (p. 234). (The politicization of
the term “gamer” is particularly salient within female gaming communities and, in fact, its
connotations were a point of discussion by many participants in the survey, as well as the
subsequent interviews). Additionally, the continued growth of the mobile and casual gaming
sectors of the industry – having now overtaken PC and console sales (SuperData, 2016) – has
welcomed more diverse types of players. For many, the term “gamer” is laden with connotations
of certain consumer behaviors, knowledge, and even demographic attributes with whom many of
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today’s players do not identify (Shaw, 2012). As such, recruitment materials that hail “gamers”
might alienate desirable candidates for this study.
For the survey portion of the study, I solicited adult women who self-identify as a player
of digital games, as defined above. My only exclusion criteria for this study is adult women who
solely play mobile games. Given mobile gaming’s “fringe” status in gaming culture and their
appeal to general audiences (i.e., “non-gamers”, culturally speaking), individuals who play
mobile games are not generally considered to be part of gaming’s core cultural base (Juul, 2010)7.
As such, much of the stigma and other connotations surrounding the term “gamer” are not
necessarily applicable to the average mobile game player, meaning girls and women are less
likely to be deterred from playing mobile games than they are console or computer games.
Because I am most interested in the experiences of women who navigate the more core area of
gaming culture, I am recruiting women who play games on more traditional devices, in addition
to mobile devices. Hence, I am studying a specific sub-population with gaming culture – the more
“core” player. At the beginning of the survey, participants will be prompted to provide their age,
gender identity, and whether or not they exclusively play mobile games. For individuals who do
not meet the eligibility criteria, the survey will conclude and their data will be excluded from the
analysis.

Instrument
The research design was a cross-sectional survey used to assess relationships between
women and their gaming experiences. Questions addressed elements such as the participant’s
current age, their preferences and play styles, degree of access to gaming in their youth, and how
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This is not my own perspective on mobile gaming; rather, it is the mainstream perspective of gaming
culture.
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their relationship with gaming might have changed over their lifetime (see Appendix B). The agecentric questions are helpful in positioning each participant within the history of the digital games
industry. As the industry has expanded their development of games to include more platforms,
video games have become more accessible to a wider audience. Demographic questions
pertaining to the participant’s ethnic identity, education level, and socio-economic background
are also used, given research that supports these aspects factor heavily into access to internet and
other devices used to play games (Perrin & Duggan, 2015). Since the aim of the survey is to
construct a landscape of female gaming experiences, I primarily use descriptive statistics and
inferential statistics to make comparisons between different groups (i.e.: age cohorts, types of
devices used, etc.)
Additionally, several questions ask participants about their preferences for certain games
or devices, including identifying which game genres they play and how frequently they play
them. Genre categories and the examples of games provided for each were assigned based on
designations by the Entertainment Software Rating board (ESRB), the official regulating body
that determines content ratings for digital games (http://esrb.org). I then consulted approximately
100 undergraduate students8 enrolled in my course on the video games industry, taught in Spring
2017, to verify that my genre categories and respective examples were accurate based on their
own conceptions of the games and genres to make sure participants will interpret these categories
the way the survey intends them to be understood.
While I am focusing on women and their childhood relationship to gaming (or lack
thereof) for the purpose of this study, I also explore how this gender socialization might vary
from family to family, and within families. Henderson et al. (2002) argue that studying
masculinity in relation to leisure helps better contextualize female leisure within broader
8

While the students were approximately 90 percent male-identifying, I do not suspect this had significant
bearing on their interpretation of genre categories.
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gendered leisure patterns. Because I am only surveying and interviewing female participants, the
survey includes questions that ask about the participants’ family and different family members’
experiences with games. For example, I ask for the gender of the participant’s siblings, whether
sibling(s) played video games, and ask them to describe their parents’ general feelings toward the
sibling(s) playing games. By asking these same questions of my participants, I am attempting to
capture any gender-based differences in how my female participants’ parents or guardians might
have regulated their access to video games.
On the topic of gender, an important qualifier must be made regarding my use of “male”
and “female” in my survey. Being of the strong opinion that gender is not tied to one’s biological
sex, but rather a constructed, performed identity (Butler, 1990), I have always rebelled against
restrictive gender identity labels. I spent weeks grappling with how to best approach gender
identity in the study. I wanted to include any person who identities as female, including trans
women, without having to directly specify “also trans-women,” because – to me – that’s implied
by the word “woman.” I use the words “woman” and “women” in my recruitment materials in
hopes that anyone who felt they qualify under these terms participated. I recognize this is far from
a perfect solution. I did have a few individuals who had shared my survey link inquire on behalf
of other whether trans women, genderfluid, femme, or other gender identifying-persons qualified.
I am so grateful to those who reached out to me with these inquiries. I invited anyone who felt
they were eligible to participate.
This did, however, result in a challenge once some individuals began the survey. At the
start of the survey, there is a question designed to filter out any male-identifying individuals.
Participants were asked to select other “female” or “male” before proceeding, at which point any
“male” respondents would be kicked from the survey. Anyone who did not identify with the
traditional “female” category might have felt conflicted at this point, potentially resulting in some
abstaining from the survey altogether. There is also, of course, the frustration of being asked to
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identify with a gender category that does not define you. In fact, I received one message on social
media from a person criticizing my use of “outdated” gender labels. I reached out to this person
and I explained my intensions. I wish I had had a better workaround for this; however, I felt
limited by the survey design. Ultimately, I opted for the labels I did because this project was in
large part speaking back to existing research on gender and gaming that has historically used
these same labels. As such, I was, at least in part, trying to replicate the audiences studied in
previous quantitative literature on “female” players.

Procedure
The survey was hosted online using the Qualtrics survey software, allowing participants
to take the survey from any time and from any place. It was pilot-tested with a convenience
sample consisting of approximately 100 female university students. Flyers and other recruitment
material contained a link and QR codes with the link to the survey, as well as basic information
about the study and participant eligibility. Some participants were recruited from the 2017
PAXEast convention held in Boston in March. It is a well-attended event, so it serves as a fertile
recruitment site. I attended the conference and passed out business cards with the study
information and survey link to conference attendees waiting in lines or idling in the lobby (see
Appendix C). Because the convention does tend to draw more dedicated fans – passes are a little
over $50 per day and the event spans three days – I was concerned about limiting my participant
pool to these super dedicated players. Additionally, I anticipated a relatively low return in terms
of responses since attendees might misplace the card, forget to take the survey when they got
home, etc. As such, I also distributed my survey link through social media and encouraged
participants to share it widely. Recruitment flyers (see Appendix D) were shared within the
National Communication Association’s Game Studies’ Division Facebook group and Women in
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Games groups. I also distributed recruitment flyers near where I lived at the time in central
Pennsylvania – in academic buildings, coffee shops, etc. – to reach potential local participants.
The survey was active for 10 days, beginning the first day of the PAXEast convention. In
that time, over 4,800 individuals took the survey. Around that point, the response rate had begun
to slow. I allowed a couple of days leeway for participants who were mid-survey (i.e.: had
stopped partially through but left the window open) to finish before closing the survey. While I
was unable to obtain data identifying how each participant accessed my survey, such as specific
Facebook groups, I was able to gather, from tracking Facebook post “shares” to participants’
responses in the open-ended survey questions and during interviews, that social media played a
monumental role in soliciting participants. While Facebook’s share-tracking feature would not
permit me to see which specific Facebook groups my recruitment posts had been shared in due to
privacy restrictions, I was able to see shares among my own personal network, which includes
other players, game studies researchers, and acquaintances simply willing to promote my study
within their own networks. It was also through comments and conversations with participants that
I learned my survey had reached an international audience, drawing survey-takers from Canada,
Australia, Japan, and the UK, among other locations. (This was confirmed via checking IP
addresses of survey-takers while recruiting for follow-up interviews). This added a new, multinational dimension to the study as well.
After cleaning the data, my final participant count amounts to 3,004 (N=3,004). Several
participants’ survey results were dropped from the analysis. I excluded any responses from
participants who did not complete the entire survey. Additionally, for three items on the survey
utilizing matrix tables for response choices, respondents with no difference in two of the three
items (i.e.: marked all 5’s) were excluded from analysis. One item asked participants to indicate
how often they currently play certain genres of games. The second item posed the same question
about genres, but asked participants to answer it in terms of their youth. These two questions
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could result in 0 variance due to measuring potential change over time – in which 0 variance
indicates there was no change in play habits, making no variance between those two items
acceptable. The third item dealt with parental attitudes toward video games. Only in cases where
there was no difference across all three items were the participant’s responses excluded from
analysis.
The survey also contains several open-ended response items. In the interest of keeping
the sample manageable for this current study, open-ended items were qualitatively coded using
thematic analysis. All open-ended responses were copied into separate documents, sorted by
survey item. For each item, I read through the document and noted reoccurring ideas stated by
participants. I then created groups of themes I saw in participants’ responses, based off the
literature on gender and gaming and leisure. I assigned color as a label for each theme. A single
response could contain as many color-coded themes as the participant discussed. Responses were
again re-sorted into separate documents based on their color-coding so that comments regarding
the same themes could be viewed comprehensively. I present the open-ended statements as they
were written by participants, including typographical errors and misspellings, to preserve the
authenticity of participants’ statements. Given these statements were typed – in some cases on a
mobile device – informal language and grammatical errors are fairly common; rather than using
“[sic]” each time, I reserve its use for cases where the clarity of participants’ statements might be
hampered by errors. Many responses bore similarities in what they described, resulting in several
themes that encapsulate the sentiments of many participants. These are discussed throughout the
chapter, as they complement, contradict, or otherwise embellish other survey responses.
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Security considerations
Given the nature of this study, I have taken a series of precautions to protect the identities
and privacy of myself and my participants. There is precedent for anti-feminist players (namely
those acting under the banner of the #Gamergate movement) harassing and threatening academics
working in the area of gender and gaming culture (Chess & Shaw, 2015). All recruitment
materials, as well as the survey itself, contain as little personal identifiers of mine as permissible
by the IRB. I have created an email account (gamingstudy2017@gmail.com) specifically for any
correspondence related to this study to avoid having to distribute my university email address.
My university email, personal email accounts, and social media accounts all require two-step
authentication; in the event that my identity is discovered, those accounts will be relatively
secure.

Findings
Survey participants ranged in age from 18 to 70 years old, with the average age of
participants being 30.62 (SD = 7.21) years old. Most participants were between 18 and 45 years
old, which is consistent with the ESA’s recent player report which identifies the average age of
players (both male and female) as 35 years old (Entertainment Software Association, 2017). The
sample for this study skewed slightly younger than the distribution recorded by the ESA 2017
report, in which there is an equal distribution of female players under 35 and over 359. The ESA
also included players under the age of 18 in their sample, whereas I recruited participants 18 and
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The ESA is not transparent about their sampling methods, so it is not possible to make a direct
comparison. It is possible the ESA’s sample is more randomized and, therefore, more representative than
the sample in this study.
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older10. Additionally, the lower age average in this sample is likely a product of the heavy use of
social media to recruit participants, with younger audiences being more inclined to frequent such
spaces. Nonetheless, the sample arguably remains fairly representative of today’s female player
base.

Introduction to gaming
The age at which individuals begin playing video games, as well as the context in which
this initial play occurs, offer us much in the way of understanding how individuals might be
differently socialized into the culture of digital games – namely, there are some who might be
more encouraged or even discouraged from pursuing them as a form of leisure. The first part of
the survey results examines the “origin stories” – if you will – of the participants: the age at
which they began playing and what (or who) their initial exposure to digital games was.
Table 3.1 lists the reported average age for the survey sample, as well as the average age
at which participants started playing video games and how many years on average they have been
playing.

Table 3.1 Average Age, Starting Age, and Years Played
Full Sample
Average Age
Average Age Started
Playing
Average Number of
Years Playing

10

Younger than 45
Years

Older than 45 Years

30.62 (7.21)
8.99 (5.64)

8.52 (4.80)

17.56 (10.59)

21.63

21.06

32.29

This was due to IRB regulations.
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The average player in the sample began playing video games at age 8.99 (SD =5.64) and
has been playing for 21 years. Of course, with approximately 5% of the sample being over the
age of 45, it is critical to contextualize these findings, given some participants could not have
grown up with digital games like the generation of players before them. Hence, it is helpful to
divide the sample into two segments: those born before the first commercially available video
game technologies and those who were born after. The Maganox Odyssesy, the first home video
game console, was released 45 years ago, in 1972. If we split the sample by between those under
45 and those 45 and older, the new average age for beginning to play is 8.52 (SD = 4.80) and
17.56 (10.59) respectively. For the under-45 group, the number of years spent playing averages
out to 21.63 years, while the 45 and older group has been playing for 32.29 years on average.
The finding that the average participant began playing around 9 years old suggests that
third parties play an instrumental role in shaping children’s attitudes towards gaming as leisure.
Since children are dependent on parents for access to gaming devices and games, they are, at least
relatively speaking, reliant on parents’ acceptance of gaming as an appropriate form of leisure
and their willingness to purchase game systems and accessories for them. In the survey, parents
(fathers, in particular) and siblings (brothers, mostly) were frequently cited as the ones
responsible for introducing the participant to gaming, typically in their youth. Moreover, the types
of games deemed suitable for children are under the purview of parents. As Barnett & Chick
(1986) remind us, this makes the family unit the primary dictator of children’s leisure pursuits.
Hence, it is important to understand parents’ attitudes towards digital games as leisure, and
specifically within the context of gender socialization and “gender-appropriate” leisure, as they
can result in structural constraints on children’s access to digital games. These themes are taken
up in greater detail later in this chapter.
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Devices
Today, digital games are available for a variety of devices, with varying degrees of
technical specifications, portability, and multiplayer capacity. Much has been written about might
appear to be gender-essentialist reasons for preferring to play games on different devices (i.e.:
mobile phones, computers, consoles). Smartphones, for example, are considered by many to be
more “female-friendly,” not only because they allow women to be more productive with tasks—
not unlike the domestic technologies Cowan (1989) wrote about—but because they boast games
that appeal to a more “feminine” sensibility. However, as I am to demonstrate with this study,
much of this decision-making may be motivated by structural constraints such as timemanagement, care-work, and other factors experienced differently by men and women.
Survey participants were asked on which devices they play digital games. Table 3.2
illustrates the breakdown of devices that participants reported playing games on.

Table 3.2 Devices Listed as Being Used
Device
PC
Mobile phones
Older-generation consoles
(e.g. PlayStation 3,
Xbox360, Wii U)
Handheld devices
PlayStation 4
Tablets
Xbox One
Retro consoles
(e.g. SNES, Sega Genesis)
Wii U

Percentage of
Participants
81%
73%
57%

n
2,433
2,193
1,712

49%
40%
31%
24%
23%

1,471
1,202
931
721
690

21%

631

The most popular device was PC, which 81% of participants report playing on. Mobile
phones were the second most popular device (73%). Older-generation consoles – previous models
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of currently on the market consoles (e.g. PlayStation 3, PlayStation 2, Xbox, Wii) – were the third
most prevalent (57%), followed by handheld devices (e.g. Nintendo 3DS, PlayStation Vita) being
played by 49% of participants. PlayStation 4 was the next most played (40%), then tablets (31%),
followed by the Xbox One (24%). 23% of participants reported playing retro consoles – classic
consoles from the 70s, 80s, and early 90s (e.g. Super Nintendo, Sega Genesis) – and, finally, 21%
reported playing the Wii U.
Examining these findings, it may come as a surprise to some that PC was the dominant
device among participants. PC gaming is considered, culturally among many players, to be the
“gaming elite,” the logic being that the most “serious” of players can customize their computer
with the fastest available processors, graphics and sound cards, and accentuate it with the most
responsive controllers and hardware on the market to create the ultimate gaming machine. In fact,
while many bemoan the lack of cross-platform playability in most games, others argue that is due
to the fact that high-performing PCs would give players unfair competitive advantages against
players on a less-upgradable console, in addition to the higher precision afforded by using a
mouse instead of a traditional controller for games that rely on a player’s aim (Hood, 2017).
While some of the women surveyed in this study certainly embody this elite gamer
archetype – with one participant identifying as a competitive, semi-pro gamer themselves –
another possible explanation for the PC’s overwhelming popularity with this group is the
availability of independent games. Independent games – commonly referred to as “indie games” –
are much like their cinematic counterparts: digital games produced by a small studio, typically on
shoe-string budgets, and published by the developers themselves, rather than an established
publishing company11. A characteristic feature of many indie games is that they are a departure

11

Game publishers handle the marketing and distribution of games. Some publishers, such as Nintendo,
develop their own games in-house. Other publishers do not develop games at all, but are contracted by
development studios to promote and distribute their products. For independent game makers, games are
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from the multi-million, major commercial games that many think of when they hear the phrase
“video games.” While the major studios pushing out a new installment of critically acclaimed
franchises like Assassin’s Creed or Call of Duty every year target the core player demographic
with their tried-and-true approaches to game design and storytelling, indie developers tend to
break from convention and offer players something new. Many commercial games emphasize
combat, violence, and gritty overtones (which cater to a presumed masculine consumer base), but
indie games contest the idea that there can only be one type of gamer. Certainly, there are indie
games full of combat and competition; however, there are also games, like the criticallyacclaimed Undertale, that encourage players to pursue diplomacy and conversation over jumping
to combat to resolve problems (Plagge, 2017).
Additionally, by making game publishing more accessible to developers not affiliated
with industry giants like Activision-Blizzard or Naughty Dog, distribution platforms like Steam
have paved a way for more female-centric12 games to enter the market (Isaac, 2015) – games that
many mega-studios are likely to pass on, based on misguided assumptions that these games do
not sell (Crecente, 2015). Without pressure from a publishing company, indie developers are
given more creative license, which tends to yield more innovative and unconventional approaches
to game design and storytelling that have attracted new kinds of players who might be turned off
by the major commercial game aesthetics and mechanics, as well as fans of traditional gaming
who are looking for something different (Kohn, 2013). Between women playing traditional games
like MMOs and first-person shooters on PC and indie games, the PC becomes an obvious choice
for many female players. Although I did not ask survey participants whether they play indie

typically self-published and distributed via online platforms such as Steam.com – an “app store”
exclusively for digital games.
By “female-centric,” I mean games that feature female protagonists, well-written female characters, or
tell stories that resonate with girls or women.
12
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games specifically, many participants mentioned indie game titles in their open-ended survey
responses (as well as the interview).
For similar reasons, it is unsurprising to see mobile phones being reported as the secondmost played device. Many indie developers publish their titles for mobile devices – in some
cases, exclusively for mobile devices. As such, mobile app stores offer a massive library of digital
games for players to choose from. A staple genre among mobile game offerings are puzzle
games, which are also a popular genre with female players (see genre findings in the next
section). I argue that it is no coincidence that women gravitate towards certain types of games and
devices while also experiencing work and leisure very differently from men. As Deem (1986)
reminds us, women’s leisure time tends to be extraordinary fragmented, being interrupted by
gendered responsibilities such as cooking, cleaning, and caring for children. As such, women are
more likely to squeeze small segments of leisure in between duties, unlike men who tend to enjoy
undisrupted leisure.
For the over-worked (and under- or un-paid) woman, mobile gaming becomes an ideal
solution for accommodating gaming in her busy lifestyle. Since mobiles games are designed to be
played in short bursts of anywhere 5 minutes to an hour or so, and are built around easy-to-learn
mechanics, players can fit a round or two of their favorite puzzle game in between loads of
laundry or while the baby is napping. Game developers, of course, have figured this out. While
“Match 3” puzzle games can be enjoyed by anyone on a bus or waiting in line for coffee, mobile
developers know that they offer people with little downtime a micro gaming experience. These
games often feature cutesy aesthetics that seem to cater to a conventionally feminine audience
(Chess, 2017). Although this not representative of all female players (with many in this study
strongly rejecting mobile games as serious entertainment), the mobile market does have an
unmistakable presence in female leisure spaces – for self-identified gamers and non-gamers alike.
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This study found that women exhibit a complex relationship with mobile gaming, one that will be
discussed throughout this chapter and the next.
Older generation consoles such as the PlayStation 3 and Xbox360 remain popular with
players in spite of more recent console releases. This is unsurprising, given consoles can be very
price prohibitive, averaging around $400-500 at launch and typically remaining above $300-350
for several years afterward. For example, the most recent Sony gaming console, the PlayStation 4,
came with a $399 price tag for the standard version when it launched in North America in 2013.
It currently retails between $250-300. The predecessor, the PlayStation 3, which debuted in 2006
for $299 can now be found for $150-200 new, and even cheaper for used models. An even oldergen system, the PlayStation 2, remains the top-selling gaming console of all-time (VGChartz,
n.d.).
Handheld devices are also fairly popular, a selling feature being their portability. Unlike
the mobile games market, however, handheld gaming offerings tend to be more robust and cater
to both casual and more hardcore players alike with an expansive library of titles covering all
genres. Historically, handheld gaming has had the strongest market in East Asia – Japan,
specifically. The demanding work culture in Japan, which has been attributed to the country’s
startling suicide rate, greatly limits available leisure time for the employed (Graham, 2003). This
makes console gaming – a time-consuming form of play – incompatible with many Japanese
people’s lifestyles. In fact, console sales in Japan hit a 25-year low in 2014, with the market
continuing to struggle the last two years (Barder, 2017) before beginning to rebound this year
with the launch of Nintendo’s console/handheld hybrid, the Switch (Toto, 2017). While the
handheld market has had success in North America, Europe, and other regions, they have never
had the cultural staying power that they have in Asia. In the wake of free-to-play games on
smartphones (which many Americans and Europeans already own) the need for another portable
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device for gaming has continued to lessen in recent years (Newzoo, 2016). In short, the relatively
weak popularity of handheld games is not shocking, nor is it likely specific to female players.
Turning to current-generation consoles, 40 percent of participants reported playing the
PlayStation 4 than its same-gen rival console, the Xbox One, played by 24 percent. The gap
between the player bases could be attributed to several possible factors. First, PlayStation systems
historically have been credited as having a more diverse games library, including more support
for indie games (Conditt, 2017), which broadens the appeal of the system beyond the traditional
demographic. Although Sony and Microsoft, the developers of the PlayStation and Xbox
consoles, respectively, both publish many of the same titles, there are also games known as
“console-exclusives” – games that are only available on that particular console. It may be that
many of the games exclusive to PlayStation enjoy more popularity among female players.
Xbox, on the other hand, boasted many exclusive titles that were more geared toward
traditionally male audiences. The critically successful first-person shooting franchise, Call of
Duty, was exclusively developed for the Xbox family of systems for five years, only later
becoming available for PlayStation systems (Yin-Poole, 2015). Another classic FPS game, Halo,
remains exclusive to Xbox (and parent-company Microsoft’s Windows products) to this day. This
solidified Xbox as the console for the serious FPS fan for years, an ethos Microsoft capitalized on
with advertising campaigns and product lines that targeted a very specific type of gamer.
Meanwhile, Sony and Nintendo were left to capture the rest of players; for those who wanted
more than Nintendo’s casual and more family-friendly offerings, Sony gave players wanting
everything else a console that afforded them a massive and diverse set of products.
Furthermore, the Xbox gaming experience is largely defined by the degree to which
players interact with one another via the console’s Xbox Live service. Using headsets and ingame chat functions, players speak to one another to complete cooperative missions – and trashtalk opponents. Although PlayStation also offers interactive features, Xbox’s Live is much more
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about building gaming communities. Yet because Xbox Live is a voice-based community, that
opens users up to having their gender (and racial) identities exposed. Gray (2014) explains how
female and non-white players are “linguistically profiled” – identified by the sound of their voice
and manners of speech – by male and white Xbox Live users, leaving marginalized bodies in
gaming spaces vulnerable to harassment and violence. Online gaming spaces are commonly
regarded as being hostile places for female players, so much so that many women opt out of using
gender-identifying usernames or avatars or forgo in-game chat altogether (Fox & Tang, 2014).
Many of my participants expressed apprehension about playing online with other players who
were not friends or family members, with some refusing to play online at all.
Retro gaming systems and the Wii U being the least popular also rings true, given that
retro consoles are harder to come by and, in some cases, are very expensive. Naturally, the major
draw of retro gaming is nostalgia for older titles – which some players enjoy, but others have little
interest in. Nostalgia for retro games may also be much stronger for male players given that
female players were less encouraged to play video games. The Wii U, Nintendo’s console before
their newest system, the Switch, is generally regarded as the worst performing console of the
modern console era. Whereas its predecessor, the Wii, remains one of the best-selling consoles
globally, 10 years after its launch, the Wii U’s performance has been so underwhelming that
Nintendo halted production on the unit after just four years (McFerran, 2016), prompting serious
discussions of the company’s continued viability in a tough console market. (By comparison, the
original Wii was produced for seven years, with a “Wii Mini” and “Wii Family Edition” still in
production).
More insightful than merely which devices players report playing on, however, is how
much time players reportedly spend playing on various devices. Table 3-1 illustrates how many
hours each week participants reported playing on each device.
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Table 3.3 Average Hours Played Per Week by Device
Device
Averages Hours Per Week Played
PC
8.5
PlayStation 4
5.9
Xbox One
5.5
Mobile phones
3
Wii U
2.3
Older-generation consoles
1.7
Handhelds
2.1
Tablets
1.7
Retro consoles
1

Participants who play on the PC reported playing, on average, 8.5 hours a week on the
PC. The PlayStation 4 is the second most-played at 5.9 hours a week, followed closely by the
Xbox One at 5.5 hours a week. Mobile phones comprise 3 hours a week of participants’ play
time. Participants spend an average of 2.3 hours a week on the Wii U, 1.7 hours on older
generation consoles, 2.1 on handhelds, 1.7 on tablets, and 1 hour a week on retro consoles. What
is most striking about this data is the time reportedly spent on mobile phones. As previously
mentioned, the majority of participants reported playing games on mobile phones. However,
when asked how much time they actually spend on each device, the data reveals that participants
are spending significantly more time playing on PC, PlayStation 4, and Xbox One than they are
on their smartphones. Hence, while many female players play mobile phone games, it seems they
are not the core of their gaming experience. Also worth noting are the similar amounts of time
spent playing PlayStation 4 and Xbox One. Recalling that the Xbox One has a much smaller
playerbase among the participants in this study (24% compared to PlayStation 4’s 40%), the data
on hours spent playing suggests that Xbox One players – although fewer – are as dedicated as the
PlayStation 4 fans.
More interesting still is that the popularity of various devices correlated with participants’
age. A bivariate correlation indicated that age was positively associated with playing on mobile (r
= .07, p <.001) and tablet devices (r= .20, p <.001). Age was negatively associated with playing
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on PlayStation 4 (r= -.11, p <.01), Wii U (r= -.05, p <.01) older generation consoles (r= -.06, p <
.01), and handheld devices (r= -.12, p < .001). There was no difference for retro consoles, Xbox
One, or PC. In other words, the older the participant, the less likely they were to report playing
games on PlayStation 4, Wii U, older generation consoles, and handheld devices, and the more
likely they were to report playing on mobile phones and tablets. (While the survey offered little
insight as to why, a couple of participants involved in the follow-up interviews discussed how the
interfaces of smartphones and tablets are often more accessible to older players who struggle with
the many buttons and directional pads of the modern-day controller. This will be discussed more
in Chapter Four.) As for the diminished popularity of modern consoles like the PlayStation 4 and
Wii U, older-gen consoles, and handheld devices among older players, the case may be that older
players simply do not see a use for these newer devices, instead sticking mostly to what they grew
up with – PCs, which offered many of my older participants their earliest gaming experiences
through multi-user dungeons13 (MUDs).
This data provides much-needed context in discussions surrounding gender parity in
gaming. There has been no shortage of efforts to qualify reports on player demographics,
especially those claiming female players account for nearly half of today’s gamers. Often, this
comes as an attempt to illustrate that few “real” players are actually female, citing data on women
primarily playing mobile or casual games, which are deemed inferior games, or that they play
more mobile games than male players (e.g. Mathews, 2016; Yee, 2017). However, market
research has demonstrated that men are just as likely as women to play mobile games (e.g.
Newzoo, 2017). Men’s relationships with mobile games is seldom discussed; the “fact” that men
are authentic gamers is taken as a given, whereas women must prove they are more than just a

13

Multi-user dungeons are text-based virtual environments that incorporate interactive fiction, role-playing,
peer-to-peer play, and chat features. They are regarded as the precursor to the contemporary massivelymultiplayer online role-playing games (Bartle, 2010).
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casual gamer. The persistent focus on refuting women’s claims to “real” gamer identity is
indicative of the misogynic attitudes endemic to mainstream gaming culture. However, as I
alluded to earlier, the survey and interviews both yielded some fascinating participant comments
that show that animosity toward casual players is not solely the domain of male players, but a
sentiment shared by many female players as well.
My study revealed that while the majority of participants do play mobile games, they
spend far more time playing on PC. Of course, I purposively recruited self-identified players of
digital games, as opposed to a general population which might include the occasional mobile
game player. Some studies have surveyed women and men at large about mobile gaming, but
have not focused specifically on gamers (Duggan, 2015). This, of course, results in a high degree
of mobile players because it includes anyone who plays games on their mobile devices, even if
they would not consider themselves “gamers.” For my study, I not only recruited women who
self-identified as digital game players, but also women who do not exclusively play mobile
games. That is, while they might play mobile games, they also play on PC or console. By
soliciting players, rather than the general population, and women who do not just play mobile
games, I hoped to obtain a more nuanced sample of female players’ preferences.
Additionally, research that aims to position female and/or casual players as inferior
reproduce misogynistic framings of what counts as acceptable play in gaming culture. Generally,
elements such as competition and showcases of high levels of skill are most valued, seen as the
mark of gaming’s elite. By design, most games developed for mobile devices are incompatible
with this elitist conception of gaming. Yet, mobiles devices make gaming more accessible to a
much wider audience than many consoles, which tend to specialize in the type of competitiondriven, high-skilled, fast-paced games associated with the “core” gaming audience (with
Nintendo consoles being the exception). The result is that certain players get pushed out of
“authentic gamer” spaces – which also happen to be the spaces that major developers cater to.
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What needs to be considered, however, is why many players – notably women – gravitate or
(perhaps more accurately) are pushed toward these non-hardcore gaming spaces, such as mobile
gaming. The answer lies with gender socialization, leisure practices, and the games industry’s
marketing, all of which work in conjunction with one another to create the complex relationships
girls and women have with games. These themes will be dealt with more thoroughly in the
interview chapter of this study, where participants discussed their specific relationships with
gaming, including how mobile games and devices accommodate their unique position with
gaming culture and leisure more broadly.

Genre
Participants were asked which genres of digital games they play. Table 3.4 provides an
overview of some common characteristics associated with the genres listed in the survey for
readers unfamiliar with them. Table 3.5 illustrates the percentage and number of participants who
reported playing each genre of video game.

Table 3.4 Common Characteristics of Video Game Genres
Genre

Action/adventure games

Common characteristics
•
•
•
•
•

Western Role-playing games
(Western RPGs)

•
•
•
•

Typically single-player
Usually have combat elements
Often require hand-eye coordination, spatial
awareness, quick reflexes
Sometimes involve puzzle-solving and/or shooting
elements
Come in a variety of play styles from fairly casual
to hardcore
Typically single-player
Usually combat-focused
Allow for player customization
Known for storytelling and characters
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Puzzle games

•
•
•
•

Simulation games

•
•
•
•

Japanese role-playing games
(JRPGs)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Interactive fiction games
Massively multi-player online roleplaying games (MMOs)

Strategy games

First- and third-person shooting
games (FPS)

Fighting games

Multiplayer online battle arena
games (MOBAs)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Racing games

•
•
•
•

Single-player or multiplayer
Emphasize critical thinking, problem-solving
Can be fast or slow paced
Come in a variety of different play styles from
casual to hardcore
Typically single-player
Emphasize planning and strategy, problem-solving
Can be fast or slow paced
Come in a variety of play styles from casual to
hardcore
Typically single-player
Combat-focused
Allow for player customization
Known for storytelling and characters
Can be fast or slow paced
Little to no combat
Storytelling at the core of the experience
Single-player and multiplayer game modes
Combat focused
Allow for player customization
Known for storytelling and characters
Encourage competition, cooperation, and other
social interactions
Typically single-player, but with multiplayer
modes
Planning and strategy
Can be fast or slow paced
Typically single-player but with multiplayer modes
Require quick reflexes and tactical strategizing
Encourages competition, cooperation, and other
social interactions
Very fast paced
Multiplayer (with solo player modes)
Requires quick reflexes, knowledge of button
combinations key to success
Encourages competition
Very fast paced
Multiplayer
Requires knowledge of different characters’
abilities and match ups against other characters
Encourages competition, cooperation, and social
interaction
Very fast paced
Single-player and multiplayer
Requires spatial awareness, precision
Knowledge of level layout increases success rate
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•
•
•

Sports games

•

Very fast paced
Single and multiplayer
Requires quick reflexes, encourages competition,
cooperation, and social interaction
Very fast paced

Table 3.5 Participants Who Play Each Genre of Video Game
Genre
Action/Adventure games (e.g. The Legend of Zelda,
Uncharted, Tomb Raider)
Western RPGs (e.g. Fallout, Skyrim, the Witcher)
Puzzle games (e.g. Tetris, Bubbleshooter, Bejeweled)
Simulation games (e.g. The Sims, Stardew Valley)
JRPGs (e.g. Final Fantasy, Persona, Fire Emblem)
Interactive fiction (e.g. Telltale Walking Dead, Life is Strange)
MMOs (e.g. World of Warcraft, Guild Wars 2)
Strategy games (e.g. Starcraft II, Civilization, XCOM)
First- and Third Person Shooters (e.g. Call of Duty, Gears of
War, Overwatch)
Fighting games (e.g. Street Fighter, Super Smash Bros., Mortal
Kombat)
MOBAs (e.g. League of Legends, DOTA 2, Heroes of the
Storm)
Racing games (e.g. Forza, Need for Speed
Sports games (e.g. Madden, MLB The Show, NBA2K)

Percentage of
Participants
75%

n
2,253

63%
61%
53%
44%
43%
42%
38%
37%

1,893
1,832
1,592
1,322
1,292
1,262
1,142
1,111

21%

631

15%

451

10%
2%

300
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Asked what types of games they play, 75% of participants reported playing
action/adventure games (e.g., Legend of Zelda, Uncharted, Tomb Raider). Sixty-three percent
play Western RPGs (e.g. Fallout, Skyrim, the Witcher). Puzzle games (e.g. Tetris, Bubbleshooter,
Bejeweled) are played by 61 percent of participants. Simulation games (e.g. The Sims, Stardew
Valley) were the fourth most popular genre, with 53 percent of participants playing them. JRPGs
(e.g. Final Fantasy, Persona, Fire Emblem) are played by 44 percent, interactive fiction (e.g.
Telltale Walking Dead, Life is Strange) by 43 percent, and MMOs (e.g. World of Warcraft, Guild
Wars 2) by 42 percent. Strategy games (e.g., Starcraft II, Civilization, XCOM) were the eighth
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most popular genre (38 percent), followed closely by First- and Third Person Shooters (e.g. Call
of Duty, Gears of War, Overwatch) at 37 percent. There was a relatively steep drop between
shooting games and the next most popular category, fighting games (e.g. Street Fighter, Super
Smash Bros., Mortal Kombat), which 21 percent of participants reported playing. Fifteen percent
say they play MOBAs (e.g. League of Legends, DOTA 2, Heroes of the Storm) and 10 percent
play racing games (e.g. Forza, Need for Speed). The least popular genre was sports games (e.g.
Madden, MLB The Show, NBA2K), which only 2 percent of participants reported playing.
This, too, changes with players’ age. Logistic regressions showed the older the player, the
less likely they were to report playing action/adventure, JRPGs, first-person shooters, Western
RPGs, MOBAS, Sims, racing, fighting, and interactive fiction games, while becoming more
likely to play puzzles and MMOs (all p values < .01). There was no significant difference for the
categories of sports and strategy games. The correlation between age and the lower popularity of
most game genres might be explained by a few different factors. First, many of the genres that
were ranked lower among older players are also genres that do not tend to be widely available on
mobile devices. Action/adventure, role-playing games, MOBAs, first-person shooters, fighting
games, and racing games tend to require sophisticated game mechanics, interfaces, and device
performance that makes it hard to develop such content for a smartphone or tablet (although a few
titles do exist!). The mobile market is far more heavily dominated by more simple games, which
lends itself more so to genres like puzzles or interactive fiction.
Thus, one possible explanation for older audiences playing these games is the sheer
availability of content on devices that older players report playing more frequently on. MMOs, on
the other hand, are traditionally designed to be played on PCs. It is unsurprising that the MMO
genre enjoys heightened popularity with older players, given that for many of them, the MMO
might have been one of their earliest possible forays into gaming. Indeed, many participants in
this study recounted memories of multi-user dungeons (MUDs) and text-based adventure and
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role-playing games that graced the early internet in the 1970s and 1980s. Having grown up with
the predecessor to the MMO and early MMOs, it seems logical that many players would stay with
a genre of which they have long been a fan. MMOs are also inherently social gaming experiences,
with fundamental components of such games involving competition or cooperation with other
players, including in-game chat features. Many participants, across age groups, expressed how
greatly they value the socialness of gaming spaces. It seems to be of particular importance to
older players, who in some cases specifically mentioned how gaming offered them a window into
social activity they otherwise do not have. For example, one participant, a 45-year-old woman
living in Honolulu, Hawaii, wrote: “I have a chronic condition that causes extreme amounts of
pain as well as social anxiety. On-line gaming allows interaction with other people with safety
barriers that i would not have in a person-to-person situation.”

Motivations
These genre preferences map neatly on players’ reported motivations for playing games.
While many previous studies have asked participants to check off which motivations apply to
them from a list of pre-established, commonly cited motives (e.g. Yee, 2007), I wanted to give
participants the chance to articulate, in more detail and in their own terms, why they play games.
Again, as with participants’ reasons for seeking out certain devices, I contend that player’s
motivations for playing games, period, are driven at least in part by gender difference – although
not always in the way that previous research has suggested.
Many of the responses reflected some of the commonly listed motivations from other
research, which is not surprising. For example, the themes of relaxation, socialization and
escapism all surfaced in open-ended comments. However, the open-ended responses added depth
to why players seek certain gratifications from the games they play, and does so by allowing them
to articulate their experiences as they understand them, rather than forcing them to fit their
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experiences within pre-defined categories of experience like “competition” or “customization.”
Moreover, themes that otherwise get grouped into more umbrella terms emerged.
The strongest example of this was mental health. Literally of dozens of participants made
references to gaming being cathartic for mental-health challenges, most commonly anxiety and/or
depression. Some exemplars include:
To be put into a world where anything is possible and where I can ‘live’ any different life
I choose. Also, since I suffer from anxiety and depression, playing video games is a great
form of therapy for me. It allows me to separate myself from my problems and anxieties
by focusing on challenges [and] goals in games. – 29, Nashville, Tennessee
I have ptsd and anxiety/depression. Video games are a nice way for me to feel immersed
in life without having to go outside and deal with real people and my anxiety. – 26,
Killeen, Texas
I suffer from depression, and sometimes I play games to deal with difficult days. – 40,
Buenos Aires, Argentina
I like puzzles and as a person with high anxiety, achieving small goals helps smooth that
anxiety and makes me feel more in control and confident; Something I learned from
behavioral therapy. – 30, Seattle, Washington
“Because they help me forget about worries that I have, I suffer with anxiety and
depression and when I'm playing a game, it sort of feels like I'm in a different world
where my worries aren't important anymore. – 24, Stoke-on-Trent, England
Using games to cope with mental health concerns might normally get written off as “escapism” or
“relaxation” in traditional studies that use broad motivations categories. While it may be a form
of escapism or relaxation, treating one’s depression through games is a very specific type of
escapism or relaxation, different from other, arguably less emotionally taxing reasons for seeking
these same motivations.
In the above, we see gaming characteristics such as immersion in a game (what media
effects scholars call “transportation” (Green, Brock, & Kaufman, 2004), situational use (“difficult
days”), the different tasks and stages of games (“achieving small goals”), and adaptability for
individual mental-health issues (“anxiety and depression,” “high anxiety,” “ptsd”). The number
of participants who specifically named mental health as a motivation for their gaming was
surprising at first; however, upon reflection, digital games feel like an obvious therapeutic outlet
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for players’ mental well-being. The ability to feel transported, even temporarily, to a different
world where many of one’s real-world troubles cannot follow them, and to feel empowered by the
possibilities of the world is certainly uplifting. The fact that so many participants invoked mental
health in their responses speaks to this potential.
Similarly, many participants wrote about playing games as a means of coping with
varying degrees of physical (dis)ability, some of which is associated with older age:
I have had chronic pain for over 9 years. I was bed ridden for the first 3 years. I was
introduced to video games, and it quite literally saved my life. It was an escape from the
pain. The medication wouldn't let me enjoy my normal hobby of reading, but I could play
RPG'S, which was like a novel come to life. Especially the ones that let me decide how
the story played out. Those were like the ‘Choose your own adventure’ books I had loved
as a child. I play for the escape, for the story, for the chance to de-stress and to block out
the pain for a few hours a day. - 30, Alberta, Canada
For more action/adventure oriented game (been playing MMORPGs daily for16 years)
part of the reason I play is I have been disabled all my life and it affords me the fantasy of
being physically fit beyond even human capability. – 57, Seattle, Washington
As I have a chronic pain/ fatigue condition, it's also a satisfying and engaging way to rest
up and have down time without burning too much energy. – 29, Birmingham, England
… to recover mentally from chemotherapy (doctor said problem-solving games would
help the “chemo-brain” side effects… – 26, Provo, Utah
Having recently had a brain injury, I play to try to keep my mind in shape. – 57, Tucson,
Arizona
They help distract me from my chronic pain. They can give me a sense of doing things I
cannot otherwise do (climb a mountain or just go walk outside in nature). – 35, Seattle,
Washington
I actually started playing through physical therapy as a child, because I lost vision in one
of my eyes and needed to practice for hand-eye coordination. – 27, Portland, Maine
The open-ended comments reveal that participants negotiate health through gaming in a variety of
ways: compensating for a physical disability, nostalgia for a younger and perhaps more ablebodied time (in the case of “choose your own adventure” books), pain relief, physical therapy, or
emotional reprieve, to name a few.
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Relaxation and escapism were another commonly referenced incentive for playing digital
games. The two concepts were usually mentioned in conjunction with each other, as in “for
relaxation and escapism.” Some examples include:
Because its a way to unwind, relax and get away from reality. And its fun. – 32, Aalborg,
Denmark
To spend time with friends, to relax. Sometimes to escape real world pressure and
expectations. – 34, Sweden (city undisclosed)
As a way to relaxing and getting away from the world for awhile. – 20 Coffeyville,
Kansas
Because they help me unwind after a long stressful day of work or school. I'm a mother,
a student, a wife, and I work part time as a work study at the college I attend. – 30, Flint,
Michigan
Interestingly, when participants mentioned escapism, they almost never qualified what they
meant by the term. Through context surrounding participants’ comments, escapism is understood
to refer to temporary relief from stress, expectations, or responsibilities in one’s “real” life. A
participant from Leeds, England, age 45, stated, “I need to relax in an active way I can't just
watch TV. I like the escape from reality. I have a hard job and I like to switch off from it.”
Respondents generally did not refer to a gendered life as part of the need for escapism, although
respondent from Flint, above, did evoke such gendered roles as “mother…wife” as part of a list of
potential stresses that video game playing helps ameliorate.
The sentiment that games are more “active” forms of leisure than watching television or
movies was expressed by a large number of participants:
I see it as me time. Storylines are really important, I'd much rather play through
character drama than watch drama on tv. It's satisfying, especially if I've been suck on a
puzzle or boss battle for a while. – 31, Colorado (city undisclosed)
I get really invested in the story. It's like interactive TV. – 29, Seoul, South Korea
Video games provide a potentially limitless form of entertainment - where a book,
movie, video, or ilk will wrap up and finish at a specific time, I can utilize video games to
inexpensively perpetuate my entertainment. Games like Minecraft, for example, can be
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modded14 and experimented with almost endlessly. If I get bored, I can play a new and
different way. Besides that, I find the medium helps spark my creativity more than most
other entertainment mediums. My income is based off of publishing novels, so between
spats of writing I like going and role-playing within a game that I can spread out in. I can
create a mini-story within my head, no matter the game I'm playing. Dwarf Fortress, for
example, allows me to spin little tales about all the lives of the little dwarves I control. It
refills my creative well that I draw from, and refreshes me. – 28, Tunkhannock,
Pennsylvania
“It takes all forms of art and combines it I to a story telling style that is more interactive
and involving than films or books. You're not watching someone save their sister. You
have to save your sister.” – 25, Wichita, Kansas
Participants’ sense that video games afford their audiences with some sort of agency or
“limitless” entertainment suggests that games may function as a “producerly” text for female
audiences. The participants spoke of living vicariously through game characters and having
“control” over characters’ fates. This is not unlike the experiences of women who report enjoying
romance novels – another text regarded as frivolous – for escapism and self-fulfillment (Radway,
1984). For example, the popular Dragon Age series, developed by the Canada-based studio
Bioware, is programmed with a main storyline and events that adapt to players’ decisions in the
game. Relationships formed with other non-playable characters can both enhance and limit
players’ choices. The games also allow players to “romance” another non-playable character,
making these games a digital manifestation of romance novels (although romantic relationships
are a side component to the game’s main, combat-oriented plot). Radway described romance
novels as “compensatory literature” – permitting women to engage in guilt-free leisure without
straying too far from their familial duties; video games could be seen as serving the same function
for female players in that they are a leisure activity that can be enjoyed within the confines of the
home and that they remain “distinct” fantasy from the real world, a temporary escape from the
responsibilities players return to after playing the game.
Modding, a colloquialism for “modifying,” is the practice of altering a digital game’s coding to
reprogram it to act in a different way. There are online communities dedicated to the sharing of “mods” –
downloadable code – that players can use to change aspects of the original game, such as player-created
avatars, levels or maps, and even game mechanics.
14
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Many video games also allow players to act our storylines as they see fit, with in-game
encounters changing based on players’ dialogue choices and actions. Much like female fans of
Star Trek who were dissatisfied with how its female characters were treated in storylines created
their own fanfiction as a “feminine countertext” (Jenkins, 1988), female video game players who
are not satisfied with the tropes of femininity evident in mainstream video games can exhibit
some authorial power through certain games. The practice of modding, which one participant
alluded to above, is arguably the ultimate form of “textual poaching,” – what de Certaeu (1984)
describes as the refashioning of media texts to suit another interest. Modding can transform
virtually any aspect of a game, making the possibilities for repurposing a game’s characters,
stories, or mechanics only as limitless as someone’s programming abilities. (Mods are typically
distributed, either for free or a small fee, for anyone to download and use.) Like the participant
described, mods can create entirely new gaming experiences, giving players more control over a
game’s narrative in a way that traditional media like television shows or films cannot.
Like Radway’s romance novel readers, who cited many reasons for reading them, the
participants in this study expressed that their reasons for playing games were a combination of
many factors, touching on several different common motivations in their comments:
Short answer: Because I enjoy them. Long answer: My parents have always been into
computers so we had a ZX Spectrum when I was born and I started mashing the buttons
on that when I was about 2 years old and continued from there, so it's hard to say exactly,
it's just something I've always done. But my favourite games are RPGs (preferably
fantasy or sci-fi themed) and I think I like them because it allows a depth of story telling
not possible elsewhere. You couldn't write a book or movie where the main characters
spend 20 minutes learning the internal politics of the town they're trying to save or
exploring ruins to learn about an ancient civilisation whose rise and downfall is not
directly related to the main narrative because it wouldn't fit into the overall narrative
structure and it'd take far too long. But you absolutely can do that in a game. It's also
more interactive than many forms of entertainment (particularly ones I can do at home on
my own) and provides a sense of accomplishment when you complete a difficult puzzle
or beat a challenging enemy, which is similar to completing a craft project but takes up
less space and sometimes costs less. – 31, New Bedford, England
I've been playing video games since the age of 5. I like a lot of aspects about gaming. I
love being apart of the interactive storytelling that most games have. It provides a
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challenge for my brain especially if I'm playing puzzle games or RPG. Fighting games
are my favorite. I feel a lot of self satisfaction and confidence memorizing all the best
moves and strategies needed to take down an opponent whether human or CPU. Fighting
games also acts as a stress reliever from life. I can take all my aggression out on the
game. Also I grew up with gaming as a family so I love the social aspect of gaming. My
older brother, sister, and cousins spent hour having tournaments with games like 007,
Mario Kart, Soul Caliber, Smash bros ect. I think we have grown close as a family
because of all the fun we had together. Also because my husband is a gamer too, it's a
great way to spend quality time. – 33, Ypsilanti, Michigan
For a number of reasons: 1. I Have played and still play MMOs (only one at a time). I
play for social interactions with my guild mates. I especially enjoy the improvisational
story telling in [role-playing] with guild mates. I have made friends with people all over
and then gone to meet some of them. Some of them are my best and closest friends. 2. I
play solo games like Civilization and turn-based games for relaxation. 3. I have a steam
membership and explore games there for fun. – 60, Citrus Heights, California
For many, games’ inherently social nature was seen as a major draw to the medium. For
some, this takes the form of playing against friends, family, or even strangers online, while for
others, it remains a great source of entertainment within the home. Socializing in games was
described as fulfilling a variety of players’ needs, from staying in touch with long-distance
friends and family to adding competitive or cooperative elements to the gameplay experience. A
24-year-old player from Excelsior, Minnesota, explains that, for her, gaming is a way to keep in
touch with friends abroad: “I mainly play video games as a way to connect with friends, mostly
through online multiplayer games. My friends live in places as far as Australia, and it’s a great
way for us to feel close to one other.” Another player, a 23-year-old in Chattanooga, Tennessee,
who “struggles to get out of the house due to anxiety issues,” finds meaningful intersections with
other players of online games like MMOs. Another player, from Youngsville, Louisiana (age
withheld), describes how the social, multiplayer nature of their favorite MMORPGs allow them
to achieve new in-game objectives that might be out of reach for solo players: “I play FFXI(V)
b/c of the wonderful friends Ive made. I’ve had some for most of my life now (since FFXI). I also
love the challenge of difficult content you strive to complete as a group.”
Using games to socialize and bond with one’s family was also frequently discussed by
participants. A 43-year-old player residing in Phoenix, Arizona, explained, “I play with my
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partner as a kind of bonding activity.” Another player, 31 years old and living in Ballintoy
Harbor, Northern Ireland, plays “[f]or fun, as a way of spending time with my partner or friends.”
“I get to meet new people, bond with my husband, family,& friends,” explained a player, age 21,
from Pomona, California. Similarly, a 33-year-old player living in West Jordan, Utah, stated:
As a stay at home mom, they're one of the ways I use to escape stresses and frustrations.
Also, they're a great, inexpensive date night for my husband and me. My kids and
husband and I also can use our similar interests to relate to each other, especially with my
older two kids growing older and starting into the pre-teen years.
Another participant, age 26, from Mequon, Wisconsin, explains:
Playing multi-player games is also a great way that I bond with my spouse. It brings back
great memories from playing video games when we were kids, and we like sharing our
favorite games with each other. It's also a great way I have bonded with my friends in the
past. We would spend hours during winter nights playing games like super smash bros,
mario party, and rock band together. There wasn't much to do in our small town,
especially during winter when it was super cold outside.
The frequency with which participants, especially married participants, referenced
playing with partners or (grand)children is interesting, and not surprising, given trends on
women’s leisure often being linked to family (Shaw, 1991). Women wishing to connect or
strengthen existing bonds with family members may adopt leisure activities enjoyed by their
partners or children (Whiteside & Hardin, 2011). It may be the case for some participants that
they play certain genres of games that they might not normally choose to play on their own, but
do so as a form of “relationship labor.”15 Although some women in this study did identify male
partners as being the ones who introduced them to gaming, the vast majority discovered gaming
through a parent, sibling, or other family member. Hence, participants were not necessarily just
adapting leisure practices of their family members, but imparting their own love of gaming to
them (and in some cases, even introducing their partners to gaming). Regardless, the fact that
gaming is seen as a way to maintain family connections is nonetheless interesting, and the fact
that it functions as a motivation (even if not the sole motivation) for female players’ playing.
15

One participant from the interview portion of this study discussed how she started playing World of
Warcraft, in particular, because of her relationship with her boyfriend at the time.
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Different types of games and devices fulfill different needs sought out by participants,
and these needs are varied and complex, as illustrated by the comments. They are also, as will be
discussed later in this chapter, shaped in part by social factors such as work, school, and family.
Players’ reasons for playing games do not exist in a vacuum. It is important to contextualize
player experiences within the broader contexts of daily life that structure all of our experiences
surrounding leisure. For many participants, their relationship with gaming was structured early in
their life, through social relationships with parents, brothers and sisters, or friends. This next
section focuses on how participants became socialized in gaming and how relationships between
gaming and leisure were structured throughout their lives.

Getting into gaming
A major focus of this study is players’ relationships with gaming, from their first
encounter with the medium to present day, while charting changes in aspects such as access,
quality, and enjoyment of gaming or certain types of gaming experiences such as multiplayer,
competition, or puzzle-solving, given the gendered realities surrounding leisure and digital
games. I was keenly interested in how participants became acquainted with gaming. As noted
earlier, the average age at which players in this study reported starting to play digital games was
approximately 9 years old. At that age, participants would have been too young to be capable of
purchasing their own gaming consoles or games; instead, they would have been reliant on
someone else to make such purchases and perhaps even introduce them to the idea of gaming as a
leisure activity.
In an open-ended survey question, participants were asked “How did you become
involved with video games? (e.g., a friend introduced me, I discovered them online).” This
question was deliberately worded to be open to any possible sort of introduction to games,
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whether by another person or themselves. I was interested in determining how often participants
had naturally gravitated towards gaming on their own as opposed to be introduced to them by
someone else. While some participants, in particular older-aged ones, reported discovering games
on their own, the vast majority of participants referenced another person as being responsible for
their gaming.
Participants frequently mentioned family members, most notably their fathers or older
male siblings, as the catalysts. Some representative excerpts include:
My dad is a gamer, and I grew up watching and playing games he played, as well as
having my own handheld consoles where I played games like Pokemon. He and I played
fighting games a lot, Soul Calibur and Mortal Kombat were our favorites. – 20, Alameda,
California
I have 2 older brothers who would spend most of their free time on video games, so my
interest came from theirs. – 20, El Paso, Texas
My dad would find developmentally-appropriate ways for me to participate in the games
he was playing-- e.g. using cheat codes to prevent me from dying in Diablo II, having me
be in charge of mining resources in Age of Empires II and playing with a horse while the
citizens mined, etc. I also had video games designed for children (Jump Start
Kindergarten and Zoombinis, for example) – 21, Greensboro, North Carolina
My brother always had an Xbox 360 growing up and I watched him play Halo a lot but
he would never let me play so one day, I got a job, and had enough money to buy my
own so I did. 21 – Illinois (city undisclosed)
I used to always watch my dad play action or horror games when I was younger but never
played myself. The first game I played was when he handed me a controller and we
played tony hawk pro skater together, from there we played a lot of games together and
some by myself. – 21, Philippines (city undisclosed)
Dad played PC games and he was a huge role-model in my life. My uncle (on father's
side) gave my family our first console (og Xbox). – 21, Missouri (city undisclosed)
My brother was/is a huge gamer so I just started playing with him at a young age. – 22,
Ontario, Canada
I have three older brothers who are all nerds so I became one. – 22, Lafayette, Indiana
Fathers and brothers were frequently invoked as the origins of participants’ love of gaming.
Mothers were mentioned 81 times, but were frequently referenced alongside fathers or as “my
parents,” making it unclear how instrumental the mother was in fostering an interest in gaming
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(i.e.: “My parents bought…”). This is interesting given Howard and Madrigal’s (1990)
observation that mothers tend to dictate leisure activities for families, and their daughters in
particular. And yet, literally hundreds of participants told stories about their earliest memories of
sitting with their father or brother (or even a non-immediate – usually male – family member) and
playing games. While mothers may play a critical role in deciding on leisure activities for the
family in general, some leisure activities – including video games – are so heavily gendered that
fathers may assume more of a role in family leisure decisions.
Whether participants’ parents themselves played games seems to at least somewhat
matter in a person’s decision to play games. Participants who have a parent who has played or
currently plays games were more likely to have had access to games growing up. Parents’
personal experiences with video games reportedly affected their attitudes towards gaming, as well
as other media, in some cases resulting in stricter rules about their children’s media use. Parents
who played games reportedly had more favorable attitudes toward gaming, in general.
Participants whose parents played video games reported having less strict rules regarding video
game play growing up.
The gender of participants’ siblings also seemed to impact their access to gaming. Those
who reported having a male sibling were found to be more encouraged to pursue gaming as a
leisure activity, with their parents viewing gaming as a more acceptable form of leisure.
Interestingly, though, most participants perceived that male siblings were still encouraged to play
games more than they or their female siblings were. One participant, age 30, from Carrickfergus,
Ireland, reported playing games since she was 3 years old and recalls growing up with less access
to gaming consoles than her older brother:
[The] passive aggressive purchasing of consoles for my brother instead of for both of us
slightly limited my access as they were in my brother's room. I was however bought
"lighter" handheld devices and used the family PC for gaming before I was bought my
own.
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The participant’s comments suggest her parents deemed console gaming a more appropriate form
of leisure for boys than girls, hence the decision to purchase consoles for him. Her reference to
her parents’ “passive aggressive” behavior makes it clear that she felt her parents’ regulation of
her access to video games was unfair. Also relevant here is the physical location, and limitation,
of game equipment and the gendered nature of this physicality; “they were in my brother’s
room.” Other participants with male siblings also mentioned that consoles were usually kept in
their brother’s room. This was quite possibly an attempt by these participants’ parents impose a
structural constraint on their daughters’ video game-play.
Another participant, 34 from Gateshead, England, described “waiting for my brother to
go out to play football so I could sneak into his room to play on his console!” This ended once her
parents purchased her a console of her own – her means of negotiating this constraint. Sneaking
in video game play was something a few participants alluded to:
My brother had them in his room & I was interested. My Mom wouldn't let me play them
so I would visit friends and family to play on their consoles. I later bought a Gameboy
and played by myself. – 35, Stockton, California
My big brother had multiple consoles. I always sneaked into his room and played without
him noticing. After that I got my first handheld console from my dad. It was a game boy
advance. – 21, Germany (city undisclosed)
My brother had a PlayStation and NES. I would sneak into his room to play games while
he was at work. – 24, Montreal, Canada
The action of sneaking is significant in that it carries multiple meanings. Sneaking in the contexts
above can be interpreted as both the entering of a forbidden space and the partaking of a
forbidden activity. One participant above mentioned her mother not allowing her to play videos
games, yet her brother had a system in his bedroom, implying gender normative assumptions
about gaming. These comments also support findings that boys are more likely to have access to
gaming consoles (Cassell & Jenkins, 1998; Lenhart et al., 2015). This could also explain why
male siblings were commonly cited as the catalysts for participants’ interest in gaming. The
participants discussing this particular phenomenon all being in close in age, growing up in an era
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in which the cultural connotations of video game consoles were decidedly male (Lien, 2013).
Sisters were cited as being at least partially responsible for introducing participants to games by
47 participants. They were often mentioned alongside brothers, as in “my brother(s) and sister(s)
played.” Grandmothers were reportedly directly responsible for three participants’ exposure to
video games; 10 participants total mentioned grandmothers purchasing gaming devices for them,
but it was unclear if the grandmothers were merely purchasing gifts their grandchildren asked for
as gifts or actually were players themselves.

Parenting as a player
In addition to experiencing how parental attitudes influenced participants’ experiences
with games and leisure, I was interested in how participants who are themselves parents
perceived gaming as leisure for their own children, and how it might have been influenced by the
participants’ parents’ attitudes towards games, either in the past or present. Of the 31.00 percent
of participants who report having children under the age of 18, 76.50 percent say they allow their
children to play games, while 1.21 percent reported not allowing their children to play (22.30
percent indicated their children are too young to play).
Given that participants are self-identified players of digital games, the fact that the vast
majority of them approve of games as leisure for their children does not come as a shock.
Participants cited many benefits of playing games, including family bonding, developing social
skills, and educational outcomes, among others. Family bonding was a frequently invoked reason
for letting their children, including and perhaps especially their daughters, play. One participant,
41 years old and living in Toronto, Canada, reported playing together while she was competing
the survey: “I love playing with my daughter. We are playing Skylanders together right now.”
Similarly, a 48-year-old Mesa, Arizona, resident said, “We played together. It was fun, family
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bonding, just like when I played with my dad and my brother. My daughter can't remember when
we didn't play video games together. I remember playing Mortal Kombat with her when she was
about 6. It's a wonderful memory.” For this participant’s daughter, the “sneaking” behavior that
others resorted to was not necessary, since her mother gave her access to gaming from early on.
The most common justification was the educational side of gaming – not just in terms of
reading and writing – but general skills development (e.g. problem-solving, socialization, etc.).
Nikken & Janz (2007) found that parents who play video games with their children are more
likely to expect their children to have positive emotional and social outcomes as a result of
gaming. For girls, in particular, co-playing with parents has been associated with decreased levels
of internalizing and aggressive behavior, while also boosting pro-social behavior, in addition to
strengthening parent-child relationships (Coyne et al., 2010). Participants’ responses flowed with
such findings:
It's an amazing way to talk with my kids about a variety of moral issues, physics, history,
math, colors, directions and so many other topics important to life and schooling. – 33,
Fort Worth, Texas
I feel that video games are an entertaining and engaging experience. They help spark the
imagination and build fine motor skills and reflexes. The amount of different types of
games helps with unlocking ideas or teaching about things that kids may not learn at
school (such as old war machines). Plus, there is a variety of educational games as well. –
27, Hampton, Virginia
Right now he's only two so a lot of his games are learning shapes and colors and words,
though his favorite is one where you cook food for people. I feel it it [sic] like an
interactive book, and he has to use his brain to figure out what's needed from him.
They're mentally challenging and engaging and it's helped him to understand words far
before he can speak them himself. – 32, Beaverton, Oregon
Video Games are fantastic skill builders. Different genres offer different skills that are
useful IRL [in real life]. Even if it were only for understanding technology, it would be
worth it, but it's much more. Learning how to strategically react to their surroundings,
learning the consequences of their actions, and learning to plan ahead - these are
invaluable skills taught in a safe environment. iPad apps used at a young age helped my
children read, understand math, and learn social skills. As they've grown they've started
playing PC simulation games, which offer an abundance of growth opportunities. – 34,
Newton, North Carolina
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I allow them to play games that involve a lot of text as they transition into readers
(Pokémon, animal crossing). – 34, Bellevue, Washington
Several parents referenced games as a tool for engaging their children of varying ability:
He has severe autism, so I'm constantly trying to get him to play games. If anything can
get his attention, I'd be ecstatic. He's only shown mild interest in Minecraft, but he has
motorskill problems. He can play on his tablet, but he is still only playing simple games.
– 34, Madison, Alabama
I started playing video games again as an adult as a way of interacting with my autistic
son. He loves them and we can play together for a few hours of fun and it also helps with
teaching him how to cope with frustration, recognize patterns, etc. We play mostly
Nintendo Wii games Super Mario, Sonic, Disney stuff. – 34, Portland, Oregon
My children are autistic and it's their only window to the world outside themselves. – 45,
Lakeland, Florida
These comments speak to the power of games as a medium to reach individuals with special
needs in ways that other media may not. Moreover, the social nature of games – whether players
are playing “couch co-op” alongside friends and family in the living room or interacting online –
opens up new social possibilities for those who may struggle with social anxiety or other factors
that inhibit social interaction. To say that I was moved by these types of responses is an
understatement. These types of experiences are an intrinsic part of gaming culture, and yet
something that often gets overlooked or dismissed by those with little experience with the
medium.
Of course, there were also many participants who embodied a simple “why the heck not”
perspective, suggesting participants could think of little reason for there to be a problem with
letting their children play. As one 20-year-old participant from Stjordal, Norway, put it, “It's
stupid not to. We live in 2017. Video games aren't stricktly [sic] bad or good, it's about finding
what game fits what user.” What may come off as a flippant attitude about parental gatekeeping is
actually an informed commentary on the variety of games available. The logic that games are
neither “bad or good” touches on the decades-old debate over media violence and impressionable
youth. Many would argue that is up to parents to screen games for objectionable content before
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allowing their children to play them. In fact, many participants mentioned monitoring their
children’s play or restricting them to certain types of games:
My child enjoys them and I moderate the content (as my child is under 10 years old). No
violent games and a couple educational ones. I don't see any harm as long as there's a
certain balance between educational games and purely entertaining ones. – 26, North Fort
Meyers, Florida
I think it is a good way to learn problem solving skills, improve hand-eye coordination,
learn patience and cooperation skills. It also makes him happy. My husband and I have
enough knowledge and back round with games that I feel I can understand what he is
playing and police it effectively. – 32, Sacramento, California
I don't believe gaming is harmful, as long as it is moderated, and children are taught to
comprehend the difference between fantasy and reality. That's my job as their mother, is
to moderate and oversee what they access, and to make sure they know that what they see
in-game is not real life. – 41, Calgary, Canada
If you're careful about what types of games they are exposed to and more importantly if
you participate as well (rather than it just being a distraction for the kids to give you free
time) I think it can be a very good learning and bonding experience. – 35, Seattle,
Washington
Several parents specifically discussed how making gaming a family activity allows them
to better stay abreast of their children’s relationships with gaming. One 26-year-old participant in
Riverton, Utah explained:
Media, specifically the gaming industry, is growing and will continue to do so. I would
rather be able to carefully monitor my child's playing video games than have her grow up
checking it out behind my back. Also a bit hypocritical of my husband and I to expose
ourselves to video games a lot and not allow our daughter to do so as well. Video games
are a pretty big part of our household.
For most parents, balance is key. Digital games are acceptable forms of leisure, with the caveat
that their children are completing schoolwork, chores, and engaging in other forms of leisure
aside from gaming:
I'm raising people, and trying to teach them to be good *people*, not good *kids*, so like
any other person, as long as they meet their obligations (in their case, do their schoolwork
and household chores), they are free to choose their free time, within social and moral
limitations (if one of them wants to hit the other, that is not an acceptable choice for using
their free time, for example!) – 46, Fayetteville, Arkansas
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I enjoy them, and I see no reason they should not enjoy them too! I make sure they get a
balance of activities (computer/reading/outside play), but I don't ban them from anything
that interests them. – 39, Sacramento, California
More interesting, perhaps, are the rationales of the 1.2 percent of gaming parents (11
participants) who do not allow their children to play digital games. Themes from the comments
included wanting their children to be more social, focused on school, and avoid habits they
themselves had developed while playing games at a young age. On the whole, participants were
mostly restrictive about their young children playing games; comments suggested that they once
they are older, they will be allowed to play. This mentality is illustrated in the following
responses, which seemed to capture many of the participants’ feelings about gaming and age:
I want them to experience life more fully while their brains are still developing. We don't
object to video games by themselves, but our kids are still quite young, and I don't want
to find out when we're older that the games we let them play interfered with their
development. – 34, West Jordan, Utah
Video gaming is a wonderful (and powerfully addictive) activity. We have decided wait
until our children are older before allowing them access to technology (TV, computer,
movies, etc.). [The children] are [c]urrently ages 5, 4, and 1.5. (Yes, my husband and I
met playing a video game. We know it's ironic.) – 35, Grapevine, Texas
What is interesting about these comments is how they differ from what many younger
participants described: the gatekeeping behavior enforced by many of their parents who held
more gendered normative assumptions about who should be allowed to play video games or what
types of games are deemed appropriate. Because the parents in this study are themselves female
players, they likely hold more open-minded beliefs about gender and gaming as a leisure activity.

Leisure time and gaming
With the participants for this study self-identifying as players of digital games, it was
expected that they would report spending a significant amount of their leisure time playing
games. Indeed, participants reported playing games for 13.8 hours a week, on average, with
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gaming comprising 45 percent of their total leisure time16. There was no difference found for the
relationship between age and hours a week spent playing (r= -.03, p= .10). In general,
participants reported being unsatisfied with the amount of leisure time available to them for
playing games. A 36-year-old participant from Montreal, Canada, explained that she does not
play video games as much as she would like due to be “being too tired (from work, school,
childcare) when I have free time.”
Participants identified several common factors that were perceived as constraints on their
access to games as leisure. Table 3.6 illustrates the percentage of participants who indicated each
constraint as limiting their time for playing video games.

Table 3.6 Common Constraints on Time Spent Playing Video Games
Constraint
Percentage
n
Family obligations
79.10%
2,403
Work
76.00%
2,283
Caretaking
39.60%
1,202
Chores
40.00%
1,202
Commuting
27.50%
841
School
21.00%
631
Other
23.13%
691

Not surprisingly, three of the four most-cited constraints (family obligations, caretaking,
and chores) are heavily gendered leisure constraints. The most commonly cited constraint on
one’s leisure time was family obligations (79.10%). Given that this sample was comprised
entirely of participants who self-identify as women, this is not surprising. Although “family
obligations” was listed as a separate item from caretaking (which was specified as including
taking care of children or a family member), it still was listed as the primary constraint on leisure.

16

Participants were asked to use a slider tool to indicate what percentage of their total leisure time they
estimated was spent playing video games.
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This category was deliberately vague so as to capture any types of family “work” aside
from caretaking. With the majority of the study’s sample being under the age of 45, “family
obligations” could refer to anything from socializing with one’s parents to spending time with a
spouse. Importantly, as Shaw (2009) demonstrates, women are more likely to experience family
leisure time as “work” than men are.
The second most common constraint identified by participants was work (76.00%),
followed by caretaking and chores, which were both cited by approximately 40% of participants.
Forty percent may seem low for caretaking responsibilities, considering studies that affirm
women continue to bear the brunt of care work (Ferrant, Pesando, & Nowacka, 2014; Ghosh,
Singh, & Chigateri, 2017). However, taken in the context of this specific sample, of which only
31 percent report having children that are 18 or younger, that 40 percent holds more significance.
Moreover, caretaking can extend to elderly or sick family members, of which women remain the
prominent caretaker (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2016; del-Pino-Casado et al., 2012; Sharma,
Chakrabarti, & Grover, 2016). Recent surveys suggest that, although traditional gender roles
governing paid and unpaid work are shifting, women still engage in approximately six more
hours a week of household work and three more hours a week caring for children than men do.
Men, meanwhile, enjoy 3 to 5 more hours of leisure time a week (Pew Research Center, 2013).
Commuting was listed as a constraint among 27.50% percent of participants. For many
participants, however, commutes were referenced as time spent playing games. A 23-year-old
participant from Toronto, Canada, reported, “A big part of the reason [for playing video games] is
it gives me something to do on my commute.” Obviously, this is only feasible for players taking
public transportation or carpooling. Nonetheless, it is interesting that commutes can
simultaneously act as a constraint and an opportunity for play. School was also viewed as a
constraint, according to 21 percent of participants. A 26-year-old student from Columbus, Ohio,
explains, “I don't play as often as I'd like – I'm working on my dissertation and I know that if I
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played regularly I'd get completely sucked in, so I tend to binge-play in longer periods during
semester breaks (Christmas, spring break, summer, etc.) rather than play regularly.” Similarly, a
Vancouver, Canada participant, age 30, laments, “I am in grad school so I severely limit my
playing.”
Just over 23% indicated they are confronted with “other” constraints, which included
factors such as health/illness, volunteer work (notably, a form of unpaid labor), socializing with
friends/significant others, other leisure activities like sports and exercise, or relationship-related
constraints. For example, a 24-year-old participant living the United Kingdom (city undisclosed),
who also identified as being “mostly dissatisfied” with their available gaming time, alluded to
having a partner who does not play games as being a constraint on their own access to gaming
time. The fact that her disinterested partner has curtailed her time spent indulging in her passion
for gaming is certainly intriguing. It could be a case of, as Whiteside and Hardin (2011) observed
with wives and mothers adopting the leisure interests of their husbands and children, the
participant meshing interests with her significant other for the sake of relationship building or
maintenance at the expense of her own leisure interests. It is also interesting that the participant’s
partner has not adopted her interest in gaming, prompting questions about the degree to which
men might be willing to adopt the leisure interests of a female partner in a heterosexual
relationship for the sake of relationship work.
The constraints identified above are what Henderson et al. (1988) label as intervening
constraints – external factors that dictate a person’s ability to participate in a leisure activity. Also
known as structural constraints (Crawford & Godbey, 1987), intervening constraints are
described as such because they prevent a person from engaging in a leisure activity that they
express interest in pursuing – in this case, playing video games. As mentioned in the previous
chapter, access to and quality of leisure experiences can be negotiated. When able, individuals
attempt to navigate barriers to leisure, whether it is a lack of time for leisure, affordability of
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leisure, access to leisure opportunities, etc. (Jackson et al., 1995). One 37-year-old participant
from Chicago, Illinois explained, “Phone games are something to keep myself busy during the
day, breaks from work, commuting, while watching TV, etc. Console games are, obviously, more
of a time commitment.” This participant, who also reported as being married and working outside
of the home, alludes to squeezing in games in between work and commuting and even alongside
other forms of leisure. They note the time-consuming nature of console games, which tend to
require much more extended periods of play to progress through the game in a meaningful way.
While they do play console, it’s implied that consoles are something one makes time for, whereas
mobile games more seamlessly accommodate a busier lifestyle. This could help explain why
gaming consoles rank lower in terms of time participants spent playing on various devices. For
other players, a solution for negotiating time constraints is rationing out one’s time for leisure
among other responsibilities. The 26-year-old student from Columbus, Ohio, mentioned earlier
discussed “binge-playing” as a tactic for fitting gaming into their sparse leisure time. This was a
pattern observable in many participants who reported that their average time spent games week to
week fluctuated greatly depending on factors like work schedules or studying.
While constraints such as school and work are experienced by both men and women,
women’s gender-specific limitations (e.g. lower salaries on average, taking on more unpaid
labor), compounded with the combination of multiple intervening constraints faced by both men
and women (e.g. commuting, school, work) makes it more challenging for women to negotiate
leisure constraints (Jackson & Henderson et al., 1989; Jackson & Henderson, 1995). Therefore,
female players already dissatisfied with the time they available for playing games or the nature of
their play experiences will also find it harder (although not impossible) to alter their relationship
with games.
What often gets construed as women’s interests (or, more often, lack of interest) in games
can, in fact, be attributed to structural and antecedent constraints. Antecedent constants, the
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intrapersonal and interpersonal factors that influence one’s preference for certain leisure
activities, can greatly dictate one’s intention of pursuing leisure (Henderson et al. 1988). While
difficult to capture with the survey, the follow-up interviews for this study reveal much about
how antecedent constraints factor into women’s relationships with gaming. Perceptions about
their lack of skill, anxieties about toxic online behavior, and other attitudinal forces were all
discussed by participants in interviews as having some influence on their decisions to play games,
as well as the types of games they play, who they play with, and how they experience play. These
issues will be explored more fully in the next chapter.

Gamer Identity
This chapter – and the survey – largely focused on player-determined relationships with
gaming. While it was referenced briefly throughout the chapter, the role that the games industry
plays in shaping men’s and women’s relationships with gaming culture cannot be understated.
The mainstream digital games industry still understands their market as predominately male and
continues to develop products for and market to that demographic (Jayanth, 2014). I wanted to
know how the female players in my study understand their relationship with gaming culture. That
is, do they see themselves as gamers? Do they think the industry sees them? Who are gamers, in
their opinion? Participants were posed two open-ended response questions related to gamer
identity: 1) When you hear the word “gamer,” what comes to mind?; and 2) Would you use the
word “gamer” to describe yourself? Responses to these items were thematically coded.
For many, the word immediately called to mind the stereotypical constructs of gamer:
The nerd that lives in their parent's basement still. Someone with no outside life. That's
the first thing that pops into my head. I have friends like that. I'm a gamer, too, but I don't
see myself in that same vision. I think the term has evolved over the years. – 41,
Haddonfield, New Jersey
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All of the stereotypes I heard growing up, Unhealthy, Lazy, Sloven, Glasses, Sweaty. –
40, Las Vegas, Nevada
The largely negative associations many people in general society have of people who
play video games and/or participate in 4chan/8chan17. – 51, Toronto, Canada
Mountain Dew. Lol – 41, Kalamazoo, MI
I think the term has a bad stereotype. People think of someone who hides away in the
dark of their room/on pc playing until all hours. Adults who game in particular have a
hard time getting others to accept that it's just a hobby and they do it for fun.
Stereotypically they expect gamers to be male as well. That's a stereotype you find both
in and out of the gaming community. – 43, Crowthorne, England
These participants are well-aware that these stereotypes are not representative of all players, and
yet, this specific player archetype is so pervasive that even for these female players (many who
specifically distanced themselves from these stereotypes), the image that comes to mind when
prompted to define “gamers” is precisely that. An 18-year-old participant from Fullerton,
California, notes both this is a non-generalizable stereotype but one that affects their own
perceptions:
When I think the word “gamer,” I actually think of a guy who sits down on a bed or chair
in his room, turns on his mic and console, and starts gaming. I just think of a generic
person who plays video games, with a headset and a little anti-social. But I know that's
not entirely what it stands for, but that's my first thought.
Although the previous descriptions of a “gamer” did not specifically gender them as
male, many of the stereotypes (e.g. “sloven” “sweaty” “4-chan”) are associated with masculinity.
Others explicitly connected “gamer” to maleness:
20-something male locked in his filthy bedroom. – 41, Chicago, Illinois
large fat man eating cheetos in a fancy [gaming] chair with a headset on. – 40, Kingston,
Canada
Someone not very healthy, over weight person, preferably white male with untrimmed
beard and lack in social skills. Unfortunately. – 41, Stockholm, Sweden
17

4-chan and 8-chan are two prominent online forums that allow users to post content anonymously,
modeled after the Japanese image-sharing platform 2-chan. In addition to being a destination for internet
memes and pranks, 4-chan and 8-chan have always been used for carrying out doxxing, circulating
pornographic material, and playing a large role in rallying anti-feminist Gamergate supporters. Chiel (2016)
has dubbed 8-chan “the world’s most vile website.”
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gamergate, 400lb guy in his basement playing world of warcraft and eating cheetos,
misogyny. – 25, London, England
Unfortunately, a young adult male drinking Mountain Dew with a PC Master Race18 tee
shirt. This comes to mind instantly, despite having gone to RTX & PAX, & seeing the
diversity. – 21, Kyle, Texas
While there was no shortage of responses in the vein of those above – the specific phrase
“Mountain Dew and Cheetos” appeared literally dozens of times in the sample – just as many
participants acknowledged that gamer identity is multi-faceted, with different types of players.
For instance, one 40-year-old participant from Blacktown, Australia, inquired, “What type of
gamer? RPG, LARP, video, computer, board games?” For this participant, there is a distinction to
made for players based on the genres and even the modality of the games they play. Several
participants expressed that they consider board game players “gamers” just as much as players of
digital games.
Similarly, others pointed to the contested nature of gamer identity, fueled by things like
cultural hierarchies surrounding genre and devices, toxicity in competitive gaming spaces, and
some players’ anti-inclusivity attitudes. One participant residing in Toronto, Canada, age 40,
noted, “So many things. Positive aspects are critical thinkers, cooperative and goal focused.
Unfortunately there is the subset of gamers who are controlling, negative and territorial of the
whole idea of gaming.” According to one 31-year-old player in Mahopac, New York, the term is
a “loosely used label [that] comes off as pretentious when people call themselves that.” A 31year-old from Colorado Springs stated that gaming is “a heterogenous group,” making it difficult
to assign one set of labels to. Another participant, age 19, from Dublin, Ireland argued:
[Gamer is] a useless identifier that nowadays that has virtually no meaning as everyone
has/ will play games weather [sic] it be small mobile games, AAA games, handheld
games, board games etc. People who use it to describe themselves are usually whiny
entitled straight male players who use it as a divider from people who play what they
consider "Real" games and people who don't.
“PC Master Race” is a subcultural reference used to refer to the view of many players that PCs are the
superior gaming platform.
18
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Similarly, a 32-year-old participant from Bremerton, Washington, draws a distinction between
“hardcore” players and anyone else who enjoys playing games:
In general I consider ‘hardcore gamers’ to be a very specific subset of hypercompetitive,
actively misogynistic, overly privileged men who in general tend to be unaware of their
faults and unwelcoming to people who don't fit their idea of what a gamer "should" be.
There is a bit of a distinction for me between a "gamer" and a "hardcore gamer," gamers
are just people who game, who enjoy games, that's it, nothing else needs to be added to
that.
Interesting, though, is that some participants ascribed masculinist traits like policing what it
means to be a “real” gamer or controlling gaming culture, others exhibited a similar exclusionary
rhetoric in their own definitions of what it means to be gamer. For example, an 18-year-old
participant in Egersund, Norway, posited, “People who play PC and console games (handheld
included) and genuinely care about the gaming media.” Here, there is not only a discussion of
which devices “count,” but also that gamers should be invested in gaming. These themes
repeatedly surfaced in participant responses:
Someone who considers playing video games important to their sense of self. Doesn't just
play games, but reads news about them, talks about them with others, and is in general
part of the gamer "community.” — age undisclosed, Santa Rosa, California
Someone who plays video games more than casually. – 29, Cape Coral, Florida
Someone who regularly plays and enjoys video games. Mobile games excluded. – 31,
Casco, Maine
Someone who plays games, generally video games, on a console, pc, or mac. I don't tend
to think of people who play strictly tablet/phone or Facebook games as “gamers.” – 44,
Decatur, Illinois
Someone who likes to play Computer games in an extensive way on a PC or (mobile)
Console (playing Games on a mobile phone or tablet doesn’t make you a Gamer per se
[winky face] – 37, Nuremberg, Germany
Someone who is a gaming enthusiast. Someone who has consoles and/or a pc who play
regularly. – 37, Virginia Beach, Virginia
Someone who plays video games on a console or PC but not games like candy crush or
phone games. – 42, Vancouver, Canada
Someone who spends a significant amount of their free time (over 50%) playing video
games. – 31, Delta, Canada
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Someone who likes video games, mainly computer or console games. Someone who
enjoys experiencing new stories and things and is interested in technology. A forward
thinker. – 33, Sweden (city undisclosed)
Someone with an active interest in console, pc or handheld games, no matter how
“serious” the game. An active interest is key. I wouldn't include mobile games in this but
would say that the term is also applicable to those interested in board games or other
RPGs. – 25, Plymouth, England
The last response is particularly noteworthy in that the participant states the seriousness of the
game is irrelevant; however, they still would not consider mobile games as worth of the “gamer”
label. What was truly fascinating about these responses is that even though many participants
exhibited shared certain beliefs about what constitutes an authentic gamer, many also expressed a
sort of cognitive dissonance over feeling this way. In her own articulation of what a gamer is, 31year-old participant from Umeå, Sweden, reflects:
Someone who is actively choosing games as an activity (not "I play because my partner
plays"). I also have difficulties to "accept" mobile device gamers as "legit gamers", but I
sort of resent myself for thinking this way...
Others expressed similar perspectives:
People who play video games not exclusively on mobile devices, though my opinion is
starting to change. – 34, Toronto, Canada
Someone who plays games. Immediately I'd think of consoles or pc, but really there are a
ton of people who spend a lot of time on mobile games who should earn the title. Mostly,
for gamer, I think of someone whose [sic] chosen to define themselves by the fact they
play video games instead of some other identifier. – 24, Redmond, Washington
This tension that so many participants gave voice to is testament to the power of the
hegemony of play in the games industry (Front et al., 2007). Despite feeling conflicted about
playing a role in the policing of gaming culture, dozens of participants reported being complicit in
fueling the discourse of authenticity – differentiating hardcore and casual players to signify their
own belonging to the gaming community. Authenticity discourses seem prevalent in masculinist
fan spaces, including both “geeky” fandoms (Booth & Booth, 2014) and sports fandoms
(Sveinson & Hoeber, 2016) (although they constitute different versions of masculinity). Mobile
devices were the most commonly invoked deciding factor in one’s ability to stake a claim to a
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true gamer identity. I revisit this tension, specifically, in the interviews with 21 participants, in
which I asked them to directly confront and engage with the complexities and contradictions of
their perspectives.
After being asked to provide a general definition of “gamer,” participants were then
asked whether they feel this label applies to them. Seventy-four percent of participants indicated
they would apply the “gamer” label to themselves. However, despite this question not being an
open-ended response item, and just a yes/no question, many participants included qualifiers about
their yes/no answers in the previous open-ended response area from the previous question asking
them to elaborate on the term “gamer.” The fact that numerous participants made a point of
adding written explanations for their responses speaks to the complexities of women’s
relationships with gamer identities. Some, like the following 41-year-old participant from August,
Maine, do not feel they fit their own definition of a general gamer:
I want a ‘maybe’ option for whether or not I would describe myself as a gamer. I would
call myself a casual gamer. I don't play the kind of games nor invest the time/energy that
comes to mind when I think "gamer". So I'll say yes [to identifying as a gamer], but with
very strong caveats.
Some participants had strong oppositions to identifying with the term, with some having never
described themselves as gamers and others changing the ways they relate to the term over the
years:
Anyone who identifies with this term is awful and embarrassing to be around. [I] cringe
just reading it. Not acceptable unless you're a 10 year old. I know people who play video
games professionally and not even they would use it. – 36, Aurora, Canada
For me, the term ‘gamer’ evokes the stereotype of angry, immature, bigoted men on the
Internet. As someone who frequently plays games and works in game development, I
know firsthand that this isn't an accurate portrayal of the community, and that there are a
wide variety of people who play games. However, I really can't get over how much I hate
the word “gamer”. – 23, Brooklyn, New York
the term gamer has become toxic. I used to identify as one but now I'd rather not
associate with those kinds of people. this hasn't affected my gaming habits, just the label I
use. – 26, Redmond Washington
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This used to be a word that had very positive associations in my mind. I identified with it
personally. I met my significant other playing Ultima Online back in the '90s and he also
identified with it. Gaming was something I could have in common with other people and
many of my friends had been gamers. But recently (in the last 3-5 years, let's say) the
negatives have grown much more negative. Seeing the behaviour of primarily male
gamers trying to force others out of the hobby, the treatment of prominent women like
Anita Sarkeesian and then the evolution of "Gamergate" has really soured it for me. I do
not identify as a gamer the way I used to. – 34, Calgary, Canada
For these participants, the “gamer” identifier seems beyond redemption because it has
become too heavily associated with toxic masculinity. A significant number of opinion pieces
emerged in the wake of Gamergate in which writers sought to distance themselves from the label.
Several men in the games industry came forward to disavow the label as well (e.g. Scimeca,
2014; Johannessen, 2014).
A 35-year-old participant in Ferndale, Washington, expressed how the culture
surrounding gaming is unwelcoming towards female players:
ive never felt included in the video game target audience. im still surprised when i see
girls working at game stop now, because when i was a teenager there were no girls who
played (or wanted to play) video games. i never asked about working there because i was
sure they didnt want girls, but who knows. i only knew boys who played video games.
Oh, but the word gamer i feel is default male. i do not feel that it includes women. they
call us gamer girls dont they? or chicks who play video games, is what i heard a lot. Bleh.
Her comment speaks to how even gaming retail spaces (e.g. GameStop) are gendered,
similar to comic book shops and other traditionally masculine hobbyist spaces (Orme, 2016). She
also touches on how, despite female players being more prevalent than when she was growing up,
gaming culture seems slower to recognize or embrace them, still referring them as “gamer girls”
and feeling the need to specify they are female gamers as opposed to the presumed default male
gamer.
On the other hand, quite a few participants do self-identify as gamers; however, many
expressed being hesitant or even ashamed to do so, given the term’s connotations of toxic
masculinity:
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Unfortunately, the first thing I think of is GamerGaters. So regarding the NEXT question
[about self-identifying as a gamer], I am obviously a gamer, but I'm reluctant to really so.
– 44, Chicago, Illinois
I'm identifying as a gamer, but I also feel a little bit of awkwardness and shame whenever
I say the word. I also associate it with young hateful boys playing online games and
screaming slurs at each other. – 21, Sweden (city undisclosed)
...as a woman, 'gamer' brings to mind 'gamergate' and the abuse and harassment that
comes with. Even if I identify as a 'gamer'...the word makes me cringe because of the
negative vibe from the community itself. – 43, Edmonton, Canada
Among these participants, there is both a simultaneous rejection of the toxic masculine behaviors
that many (including those outside of gaming culture) see as endemic to gamer identity, as well as
a desire to claim certain, positive parts of that identity. Responses such as those above were part
of why I chose to avoid using the term “gamer” in my recruitment materials for this study, opting
instead for the more inclusive and less politicized “player.” Girls and women occupy a precarious
space in (or on the margins of) gaming culture. Outnumbered by male players (extremely so in
certain game genres) and having to defend their “right” to exist in these spaces, which may open
female players up to gender-based harassment, threats, and other violent behavior, it is small
wonder why many female players simply choose to dissociate with a label that has, for some,
been a banner for engendering animosity within and beyond gaming communities. Gamergate
was a critical juncture in many female players’ lives. While the toxic behavior rampant during
Gamergate was nothing new to women who have spent years interacting with online
communities, it nonetheless was a bold warning that gamer culture is not, never was, and never
will be for them. For some, this became something to rally against – reclaiming the gamer
identity for everyone. For others, it was the cue that it might be time to ditch the label altogether
since it no longer captured the diversity of today’s players.
At the peak of Gamergate, in 2014, games journalist Leigh Alexander famously declared
“Gamers are over,” referring to the diversifying and broadening of creators and audiences for
games alike. “’Gamer’ isn’t just a dated demographic label that most people increasingly prefer
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not to use. Gamers are over. That’s why they’re so mad, “explains Alexander (2014). As divisive
as the moniker may be (as illustrated by this survey), many female players (this one included) still
have ties to it – even if it comes with a sense of shame or discomfort. These differences tell an
important story: how women’s relationships with games are, at times, difficult, even for women
themselves.

Conclusion
The survey was intended to provide a more nuanced sense of the landscape of adult
female players. It examined broad trends in player preferences and behaviors, from devices
played on to how one became socialized into gaming culture. The survey suggests that women
begin gaming at a fairly early age – around 8 years old, but this is a fairly recent development.
Historically, young girls have not played games as much as young boys of their age (Cassell &
Jenkins, 1998; Lucas & Sherry, 2004). Of course, with the survey skewing younger, and targeting
women who identify as digital game players, the sample is not representative of all women’s
game-related experiences as young girls. Nonetheless, if young girls are being exposed to games
at a relatively young age, it underscores the pivotal role that girls’ families play in influencing
their likelihood of pursuing gaming as a leisure activity. The stories of participants sneaking into
their older brothers’ rooms to play on their consoles is testament to how parents’ attitudes
towards games as gendered leisure can impact girls’ access to them. Again, this would explain
why male figures – be them fathers, grandfathers, brothers, uncles – seem to have been the
dominant source of participants’ attraction to digital games (including, based on comments,
tabletop games as well). While there were a few participants who stated their mothers, aunts, or
sisters played games, male figures were mentioned more by an overwhelming margin. It will be
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interesting to see, given all the data suggesting an increase in female players, whether players will
begin to tell stories of female figures introducing them to games.
As mentioned previously, there are many individuals (players, industry professionals,
academics) who seem keen on qualifying reports like the one published annually by the ESA that
purport girls and women are a sizeable percentage of modern day gamers. Analyses tend to
disparage casual players and mobile gaming, which women are also presumed to dominate. As
Kubik (2009) argues, equating casual gaming with femininity, which is also perceived as inferior,
delegitimizes an entire subculture of gaming. Studies that go to the effort to demonstrate women
predominately play more casual games and then conclude that they are not “core” gamers
delegitimize feminine play (see Yee, 2017). Aside from the obvious problems with ascribing to a
hegemonic hierarchy of play, no effort is to made why so many women choose to play casual
games.
A key theme of this project is to provide context for women’s gaming experiences: their
genre preferences, accessibility of various devices, aversion to certain play styles, etc. Subsets of
the game studies literature continue to treat these decisions as completely agentic (ie: “women
just don’t like shooting games”), while ignoring scholarship on gender theory and leisure studies
that give context and meaning to these decisions. As this survey illustrates, yes, many women do,
play mobile games. However, the survey also reveals the nature of their mobile gaming
experiences. The survey shows that women may spend far less time on mobile devices that many
assume, strongly preferring the PC. Participants did not necessarily specifically articulate that
mobile games were a solution to their sparse and frenetic leisure time (due to limitations with the
survey method); however, the survey indicated that most women in the study play on mobile
devices, are generally dissatisfied with their available leisure time, and a significant amount of
them experience leisure constraints in the form of care work, housework, and other
responsibilities. There is at least a possibility, then, that women are pushed toward certain formats
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and genres, such as mobile devices and casual games, because of gendered leisure constraints.
Anable (2013) notes that casual games feel designed with women in mind because they are
designed to be interruptible, not unlike Tanya Modleski’s (1983) observation that soap operas
synced up with American house wives’ work rhythms in the home.
It has been posited that players’ preferences in genre may be dictated by age, as much as
gender (Yee, 2015). The findings from the survey support this, revealing a correlation between
age and genre preference. Older participants were less likely to play most genres of games,
compared to younger players, with the exception of MMOs and puzzle games. I suspect this
might be due to Jenson, Fisher, and de Castell’s (2011) “experiential gap.” It makes sense that
older players who have played MMOs and puzzle games, some of the earliest genres available to
them, for years would keep playing those genres because they have years of knowledge and
expertise with them. I think this experiential gap is key to determining how players perceive
themselves on the novice-expert spectrum of skill, which can in turn encourage or discourage
them for pursuing new types of games they are less familiar with. Genres like MOBAs, for
instance, are much newer and have steep-learning curves, making them uninviting to players who
do not wish to allocate hours of learning a new game’s rules and, if they wish to competitive, it’s
meta – the game strategies that are currently the most successful. In games like MOBAs,
however, the meta changes with each new season19 or with the introduction of new playable
characters that are stronger or weaker against certain other characters. This could help explain
older players’ aversion to certain genres.

“Seasons” in competitive online games are time frames, often lasting 3-4 months, during which players
climb player rankings through peer-to-peer competitions, with in-game perks awarded to those who achieve
certain ranks. Often, the start of a new season comes with moderate to major adjustments to the game’s
meta for the sake of pushing players to try new strategies or to balance out changes to the game’s meta that
affect things like fairness such as an “overpowered” character.
19
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Another key finding from the survey was that the participants do not have as much time
for playing video games as they would prefer. Participants identified factors such as family
obligations, work, and caretaking as major obstacles to their leisure time in general. Put in the
context of literature that argues women are uniquely burdened with unpaid work like family
caretaking and household work (e.g. Bolla, 1991; Shannon & Shaw, 2008; Monterrubio, 2009),
we could reason that traditional gender roles regarding domestic labor impact the participants’
available time for video game play. Again, this makes mobile gaming an ideal companion for the
time-strapped player and might offer some explanation as to why older participants place less
console games, which are generally much more time-consuming undertakings.
All of these things taken together paint an interesting portrait of women’s experiences
with digital games. These complexities are captured by what might be described as an
ambivalence between women and gamer culture. Despite the majority of participants reporting
that they identify as gamers, this was often done with hesitancy or expressed feelings of guilt,
given the term’s negative connotations. There is still, ironically, the feeling of having to be
“sneaky” with one’s gaming. It was not the stereotypes of lazy, overweight, anti-social players
they seem to be worried about, but rather the prevalence of toxic behavior, fueled in part by
overly competitive players and the gatekeeping of “real” gamer identity, that participants did not
want to be associated with. It did not come as a shock that many participants disavow the title
altogether. Then there were those participants who consider themselves gamers but expressed
feeling unwelcome by the gaming community because of the games they enjoy playing or their
perceived lack of skill. In some cases, participants even found themselves policing gaming
culture for others, as evidenced about several participants’ comments about mobile gaming not
being “real” games in their opinions. My participants had varying degrees of affiliation with the
“gamer” label, yet one thing uniting them was an understanding that, as female players, they
occupy a precarious space in gaming culture.
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In the following chapter, which consists of data from 21 interviews with participants who
took the survey, I expound upon much of what has been discussed in this chapter. I dig deeper
into topics presented in the survey, inviting participants to reflect on their own herstories with
video games: their earliest memories of playing, the social circles in which they played, the
events and experiences that shaped why they play what they play and in the manners in which
they do.
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Chapter 4
Deeper Into the Dungeon: Interviews with Women Players
This previous chapter identifies trends in women’s experiences with digital games and
gaming culture. The survey was particularly helpful in highlighting shared interests among the
participants, such as a primary motivation for playing video games being family bonding. In this
chapter, I present the findings from in-depth, semi-structured interviews I conducted with 21
participants who took the survey. These interviews allowed me to dig deeper into many of the
issues raised in the survey to better examine the nuances of women’s relationship with both
games and leisure, and how they intersect in ways that shape women’s experiences with video
games. Participants discussed how their gaming preferences are influenced by multiple factors,
including but limited to age, physical ability, and gender-specific concerns like online harassment
and self-evaluations of their own skill level. I begin this chapter by explaining how I recruited the
interview participants and the interviewing procedure. I then present key findings from the
interview data.
The interviews confirm several of the trends reported in the survey, but bring a great deal
of context and additional detail to help explain how those trends develop. Participants’ comments
highlight how the genres, devices, and ways of playing that participants prefer (as well as those
that they avoid) are constructed by myriad factors, from age and ability to a genre’s mechanics
and online community. Perhaps most strikingly, participants expressed having extremely mixed
feelings about identifying with the “gamer” label and whether they feel accepted by mainstream
gaming culture. Additionally, even the most dedicated players in this sample – in terms of time
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spent playing video games and the types of games played – tended to not view themselves as
“serious” players, suggesting they have internalized conventional ideas about what a “gamer” is.

Methods

Participants and recruitment
This part of the study, as with the survey discussed in the previous chapter, was approved
by the university IRB. Participants for the interview portion of this study were all individuals who
had previously taken the survey; therefore, they were all self-identified women players over the
age of 18. All participants who took the survey were invited to leave a contact email address if
they were willing to participate in follow-up interviews. Because age was thought to be a strong
predictor of women’s socialization into and later experiences with games, I wanted to ensure I
had representation from different age groups. I sorted the survey results by participant’s age (in
ascending order) and randomly chose four to five participants from the different age pools from
which to extend follow-up interview invitations (Appendix E). If a survey participant declined to
be interviewed or did not respond to the interview request, I chose another participant from the
same age group to send an interview request to. I conducted a total of 21 interviews with
participants over the course of three months.

Instrument
To explore the complex and nuanced aspects of women’s experiences with digital games
and leisure, I opted for in-depth, semi-structured interviews as a follow-up to the survey portion
of this study. Semi-structured interviews are an established qualitative approach to understand
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participants’ own articulations of their lived experiences and how they make meaning from them
(Warren, 2002). While the researcher maintains an integral presence in the conversation,
participants are given the power to tell their stories on their own terms (Thomas, 2014). The
interview functions much like a conversation, organic and honest, with participants able to reflect
on multiple subjects in a variety of ways that are otherwise limited by the survey approach
(Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). Even when compared to the written responses of the open-ended
portion of the survey discussed in the previous chapter, then, it is assumed that the prompted,
oral, and conversational modality of the interviews encouraged more detailed answers.
All interviews began with basic questions about participant’s demographics (i.e.: age,
location, occupation, marital status). From there, conversation opened up with “why do you play
video games?” (see Appendix F). This question – broad in scope – served as a “jumping off
point” for these interviews by allowing participants to begin the conversation about their video
game playing experiences in a number of ways. For some, they immediately launched into stories
about how they started playing games. Others began talking about their literal reasons for playing.
Participants were given the power to shape the conversation early on, which is not only beneficial
by helping to establish rapport between research and participant, but also allows the respondents
to convey what they perceive as important to them, rather than me assuming what might matter to
them. Of course, I navigated our conversations to make sure we also discussed points crucial to
the phenomenon I am investigating; however, I found I seldom had to do much re-directing, as
participants tended to seamlessly transition from one topic to the next. (This might have been due
to the fact that the interview followed the basic flow of the survey, meaning participants had a
vague idea of what topics to expect in the interview.)
A focus of these interviews was to uncover details about the experiences of leisure and
gaming. As noted earlier, because of women’s gendered disposition with work and leisure –
fragmented leisure time, non-traditional leisure activities, etc. – Henderson (1990) argues that it is
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unhelpful to discuss women’s leisure concerns in terms of aspects such as time. As such, the
interview questions were designed to allow participants to discuss dimensions of their gaming
experiences such as the quality of their experiences, their degree of satisfaction, and shifts in their
relationship with gaming. This helps to capture how players actually relate to leisure and video
games: experiences that can be either positive or negative (Tinsley & Tinsley, 1986), change over
the course of time (Clawson, 1963), and are multi-dimensional (Lee, Dattilo, & Howard, 1994).

Procedure
Because participants resided in cities in other states and even other countries, all
interviews took place via Skype conference calls. (Due to technical reasons, one interview had to
be done as a phone call, which was recorded.) Interviews averaged between an hour and a half
and two hours. The audio from each interview was recorded and subsequently transcribed,
resulting in 287 pages of transcribed conversations. By transcribing the interviews myself, as
opposed to hiring a third-party transcriber, I was better able to ensure transcriptions remain
faithful to the original interviews. I noted participants’ tone, laughter, and other paralinguistic
elements that convey how participants feel about the topics being discussed. I included these cues
in transcripts to provide additional context for participants’ comments when appropriate. I
transcribed interviews verbatim, except in cases where verbatim transcription would render a
comment unintelligible.
The transcribed interview data was thematically coded and analyzed qualitatively. I
began by reading through all of the interviews once, taking notes of ideas participants raised that
resonated with existing literature, compared and contrasted to the survey results, and/or seemed
noteworthy in terms of key concepts relevant to this project, such as gender, leisure, and the
nature of video-game playing. I then re-read all of the interviews, comparing them with my first
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round of notes to see which ideas appeared in multiple interviews. These themes were all then
assigned a color as a label (i.e.: orange for “competition as motivation”) on a master list of
themes. Using this list, I re-read each interview again, and color-coded individual segments to
create a visual map of themes. These coded segments were then copy and pasted in a document
where themed segments from all interviews could be viewed together to get a comprehensive
sense of how participants related to each theme. For the sake of participants’ privacy,
pseudonyms are used in place of participants’ real names for all interview excerpts that appear in
this chapter. The participant’s age and location, which are relevant to many of their statements,
are disclosed, with the participants’ knowledge. All audio recordings and interview transcripts
have been stored in a secure location, accessible only to me via 2-step authentication.

Findings
The 21 interview participants ranged from ages 18 to 66 years and resided in the U.S.,
England, Australia, and Portugal. Seven participants are students (one high school student and six
college students), 10 work outside the home full-time, and three are retired. One participant
works outside the home part-time. Seven participants reported living with their significant other.
Two participants live with their parents (as dependents), one shares an apartment with their
brother, two live with a roommate(s), and the other nine participants reported living alone (i.e.:
single, divorced. Eight participants have children, with one having a child that is currently under
the age of 18.
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Introduction to gaming
The interviews were largely structured in the same trajectory as the survey: questions
about their initiation into digital games culture, the age at which they began, the nature of their
experiences, etc. Participants were asked to recount their earliest memories of playing digital
games. For the younger participants (under the age of 40), they reported starting to play fairly
young. For the under-45 group of interview participants, the average starting age was 7 years old.
This is comparable to the same age group from the survey pool, in which the average was 8.5
years. The 45-and-over group obviously had an older starting age. While many of these
participants could not recount precisely how they old they were when they first began playing,
most estimated they were in their mid-to-late 30s, with a couple of them starting in their early
40s. There were interesting differences in how the younger and older groups of players got
involved with gaming, as well as many similarities shared among players within their own age
group.
For the younger players, their early memories were tied to watching or playing with
family members. The earliest reported starting age was three years old, as reported by Amber, an
18-year old living in Thomason, Georgia. Amber recalls her earliest gaming experience in a way
that invokes the influence of a father but also a story of empowerment:
Sitting with my dad… We were playing, the first game together was Scooby-Doo: Night
of 100 Frights. One of my personal favorites. I always come back to it. I’d sit in his lap
and watch him playing Resident Evil or Street fighter. So we got that game together to
play and eventually we get to the last boss and my dad was like, “Oh my gosh, how do I
beat the Mastermind?” Well little three-year-old me figured it out.
Reflecting the survey results, fathers were most often credited as being the one to introduce the
participants to video games, with nine of the 21 participants reporting they picked up the hobby
from their father. In fact, a couple of other participants told nearly identical stories of sitting in
their father’s laps playing a game (sometimes even the same game!) with him:
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I pretty much started playing games when I was really little, mostly computer games. My
parents used to buy me all that stuff, like the Barbie mystery games back in the day and
some of those Barbie storymaker and American Girl games and stuff like that. My dad
used to let me play Doom with him. So it just started as a major mode of entertainment
when I was little and from there I’ve just always done it. When I first started playing
Doom with my dad, I was literally like sitting in his lap, I was probably four or five at
that time. When I started playing games on my own, I was probably a little older than
that, in first grade. Maybe six or seven. – Anna, 25, Austin Texas
I was probably three when we started playing Diablo together. When we first started, I
was so little I couldn’t really actually play so he’d give me all the cheat codes so I could
play. I’d just follow him around and pick up all the loot and keep all the gems because I
thought they looked pretty. And then as I got older, I probably played Diablo off and on
until I was like 15. And we played Age of Empires together. I’d just mine the resources
and have a little horse and take the horse around because, you know, I was four [laughs].
I also played the educational games, reading and math… – Olivia, 21, Greensboro, North
Carolina
Me and my dad playing Civilization V. And Doom. Two-player Doom is the first game
we ever played. It was the best thing ever. There was me and my sister and my dad… I
think I started when I was maybe my early teens… -- Theresa, 30, Brighton, England
Clearly, then, the participants are describing these early experiences with their fathers as very
pleasurable (“best thing ever”): sometimes it involved the thrill of solving a puzzle (such as a
Scooby-Doo mystery), sharing time with their dad and siblings, or shaping it for their own
interests and preferences (collecting the pretty gems). Noteworthy, too, is the role of more
“masculine” games played with their father, while their own games where more feminine
(Barbie) or educational.
Even among some older participants, fathers were instrumental in introducing their
daughters to games. Sharon, 66, of Cambridge, England, picked up gaming from her father, who
was a professor. She explained, “Dad was a lecturer and they had one at the college. He taught
himself how to use it to keep ahead of his students. On holidays, he brought it home and we got to
play with it.” Josie, who is 48 years old and lives near Seattle, Washington, also developed an
interest in games from her father, albeit not intentionally:
Oh, we had an Atari 800 [laughs]. I know, I’m 48. That was our first video game system
and I was, I don’t even know when that was... I was probably 11ish or 10ish. My dad
bought it for us and it was a big deal because they were expensive and it was new. But it
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was really fun. My brother and I played lots of games together – he was 3 years younger.
And my dad even would play with us. My mom had zero interest, but my dad was really
into it. I think he bought it originally because it was kind of the latest interesting thing to
do with kids. And he bought a little thing so we could learn basic coding language. I
think that was his original intent. To just kind of expose us to it. But he didn’t know,
none of us knew – cuz no one had done it before – how fun it was and how much fun you
could have with other people and enjoy it. So I would say he was [responsible for it] but I
don’t think that was his intention.
Even if Sharon’s father did not intend for his children to get hooked on gaming, his desire to
expose them to coding defied gender expectations about technology and programming at the time.
Notably, a few participants mentioned their mothers being opposed to, or least not strongly in
favor of, their daughter’s gaming habits. Astrid, 29, of Baltimore, Maryland, recalls:
She never really liked that I played. I think my dad was like, at least she’s not out getting
into trouble or anything. So I think she kind of gave in after that. I still don’t think she
gets it though.
In Astrid’s case, her father convinced her mother that gaming was an acceptable form of leisure,
if for no other reason that it kept her out of trouble. When pressed about why her mother resisted
her daughter’s choice of leisure activity, Astrid reflected, “I think she thought I could be doing
better with my time. Gaming is something for young boys, in her mind.” As described by Astrid,
her mother’s perceptions of gaming reveal two interesting dynamics regarding women, leisure,
and games. First, her mother’s sense that gaming is a waste of time resonates with literature on
women and “productive” use of one’s time. As Shaw (1991) notes, women tend to feel less
entitled to leisure time when faced with the demands of housework, childcare, etc. Astrid’s
mother is likely projecting her own experiences with leisure (specifically a lack thereof) onto her
daughter because to her that is what is appropriate for Astrid, according to her gender. Astrid is
married and a full-time student. She joked that her mother wishes she would have children: “she
wants to be a grandma so bad [laughs].” Astrid’s mother perhaps views gaming as a deterrent
from what she perceives as more productive use of her adult, married daughter’s time – including
raising children.

107
A second implication of Astrid’s framing of her mother’s views is that positioning
gaming as a juvenile (and masculine) activity has the effect of stigmatizing female video game
play by associating with age- and gender-inappropriate behavior. While Astrid does not seem
perturbed by this, other women might be discouraged from pursuing leisure activities framed as
juvenile (Orme, 2016). Twenty-four-year-old Michelle from Springfield, Massachusetts, also
expressed feeling pressure from her mother to conform to traditionally feminine behaviors, which
her mother views as incompatible with video games:
My mom is always giving me grief about not getting out and meeting people. “Why don’t
you go meet someone?” She thinks I need a boyfriend [laughs]. To her, guys don’t want a
girl who’s into, I guess, guy stuff. To me, it just makes me more dateable [laughs].
Parents’ dismissive attitudes or pressure on their children to behave differently can become a
powerful intrapersonal and interpersonal constraint for girls and women; intrapersonally, they
may feel embarrassed about playing games or start to question their status as young, single,
women, forgoing games in order to get out and meet people, while interpersonally, girls and
women might be concerned about creating a rift between them and their parents by continuing to
engage in leisure that their parents find inappropriate.
Another dimension of participants’ comments that is worth nothing is the way that fathers
and mothers are each framed. Howard and Mardigal (1990) found that mothers were the most
central decision-makers when it comes to deciding on leisure activities for the family. Yet,
participants’ experiences suggest that gaming may be an exception. While many mothers were
reportedly not in favor of their children (especially their daughters) playing video games, fathers
were often encouraging their children to play. The fact that many participants’ fathers also played
games likely explains this. Since their fathers loved to play, they likely became the advocates for
gaming as suitable leisure (perhaps defending their own right to play games).
After fathers, male siblings were the second most commonly mentioned catalysts for the
participants’ foray into video games. Andreia, 18, from Lisbon, Portugal, explained, “It was my
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brother who gave me the PC and since I didn’t know how to get games – how to pirate or how to
purchase – it was him putting the games in my PC.” She recalled having to call her brother to ask
for his help with beating a boss in her first game, Sonic 3 & Knuckles. She was six at the time
and her brother was 20. Catherine, 20, who lives in College Station, Texas, recalled being a
young girl watching her brother play games:
Golly… I’ve been watching my brother play games/playing games with my brother for as
long as I can remember, even being like four or five years old playing Jurassic Park on
the PlayStation one. I’ve been playing games with my brother for a very, very long time.
Video games have always been a part of my life. I remember being, I dunno, what was I
six?, living in Plano seeing to my brother play Megaman X5 on like zero stage one and
that soundtrack has always been stuck in my head since and I have it as my cell phone
ring tone… I love those games so much because they call me back to my childhood and
watching my brother play, and even playing myself. I remember going up against
Crescent Grizzly and things of the sort.
Catherine explained that video games were actually how she and her brother bonded, stating:
We moved around a lot when I was a kid so I never had a lot of friends that I would hang
around with, so it was always like, you know, me and my bro. So we’d be playing
Jurassic Park, 101 Dalmatians, Crash Bash, the Crash Bandicoot series, Megaman and
things of the sort… So it’s always just been me and him.
Michelle also spoke of growing up with an older brother who played video games. While
she and her brother often played together, she expressed resentment over the fact that the gaming
consoles were always stored in her brother’s room:
Our parents bought them for the both of us, but he kept them in his room. I was allowed
to play, but I was always having to ask permission to go into his room. I didn’t have a tv
in my room, either. As I got older and we got newer consoles, those would go in his room
and I’d get to keep the older ones in mine. It wasn’t a rule with our parents or anything, it
just sort of happened that way.
Michelle’s experience with the consoles being kept in her brother’s room echoes the experience
of the participant from the previous chapter whose brother also had the consoles in his room. In
that case, the participant felt her parents were limiting her access to video games by placing the
consoles in her brother’s room. While Michelle did not seem to think that her parents were trying
to deny her access to gaming (she was, after all, allowed to play and was permitted to store the
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older consoles in her own room), it is nonetheless interesting that the newer consoles would
always be stored in her brother’s room, even after Michelle acquired a television in her room.
Michelle’s language seems to suggest she did not view this as deliberate on her parents’ part (“it
just sort of happened”); rather, it was normalized in her family, possibly based on gender norms,
taken as “common sense.” Garbner (1976) have noted how girls’ leisure was typically structured
around the domestic space – specifically their bedrooms – as opposed to boys’ outside-oriented
subcultures. Girls could remain “safe” in their bedrooms, surrounded by their friends and plenty
of books, television, and music to fulfill their leisure needs. Building off of Garbner’s work,
Kearney (2007) argued that emergent technologies like the home computer and internet became a
core part of this “bedroom culture” for girls. Why then were video game consoles not part of this
“culture of the (girls) bedroom” for many participants (in both the survey and interviews)?
Perhaps an answer lies in a comment made by 19-year-old Samantha from Bloomington,
Minnesota. She compared her parents’ perceptions of her interest in games with her brother’s,
who is two years her junior:
My brother still lives at home with them and he plays games like all the time. All the
time. If I did that, they’d be all up on me, I feel like. His grades are terrible. I’m not
saying games are to blame, but [our parents] certainly aren’t punishing him either.
They’re just like, “Yeah, Jon’s20 not into school. He’d rather play video games all day”
and then laugh about it. Like a “boys will be boys” kind of thing.
Samantha’s reference of the “boys will be boys” adage is telling of how she perceives gender
dynamics in her family. “Jon’s” poor school performance (and love of video games) is written off
by their parents as typical boyish behavior, and therefore justifiable, whereas Samantha is
expected to stay on top of her grades, which also conforms to stereotypical connotations of
femininity and academic diligence (Ertl, Luttenberger, & Paechter, 2017). This, compounded by
the fact that video games are routinely regarded as un-productive leisure (Chess, 2009), could
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“Jon” is a pseudonym for Samantha’s brother.
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explain how video games come to be viewed as less than appropriate leisure for girls and women,
thereby discouraging parents from making them as accessible to their daughters as they are to
their sons.
Another participant revealed that her brother’s troubling relationship with video games –
and the masculinist stereotypes it evoked – resulted in her having her own access to games
limited. Twenty-eight-year-old Sarah, of Houston, Texas, explained:
So I was actually not allowed to play video games much because my bother played video
games quite extensively and it contributed to part of his being introverted, not social, led
to a lot of weight gain… kind of all the stereotypical things you hear about video game
use. And because he’s a quite older than me (he’s 11 years older than me), my mom was
like, “No.” [laughs].
Like other participants, the consoles were kept in her brother’s room. “Oftentimes, his door was
shut and I could hear him playing games,” Sarah recalled. “As he got older, and I could connect a
bit more, I was like ‘Oh, what are you playing?’” She estimates she was 12 or 13 years old when
she began playing and no longer just watching her brother. Her parents remained guarded about
her interest in gaming, including constraints on the types of the games Sarah was allowed to play.
I discuss Sarah’s navigating of these constraints later in this chapter.
Interestingly, while younger players reported being introduced to video games by
someone else (in this study, they were all male family members), older players – with the
exception of the earlier-discussed Sharon and Josie—largely came across video games on their
own:
The first video game I ever saw was Pong. And that would have been in the late 70s. And
it was a table game. It was an arcade game and it was in pizza parlor. You put quarters in
it, right? And I loved it! I absolutely loved it. And we had no idea, of course, at the time,
what this would lead to, what the world would be like 30 years later. But I think Pong
was the very first one because the very first opportunity I guess we had to play a video
game. – Laura, 57, Missoula, Montana
It was back in the early days of the internet. For my job I was helping to set up a
university set of labs with both Mac and PCs in them and dealing with, “Ok, where do I
get the software to make sure people don’t install Doom on the computers and play it all
day?” So I was aware of various things like Doom and whatever going on because I had
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to deal with that. But in just using my America Online account I was out browsing
around and found MUSHes21 and I love the Dragonriders of Pern series and I love the
Crystal Singer series22 so the chance to go play in that was fun and exciting. – Helen , 61,
Modesto, California
I guess the first attraction [to video games] was when I was living in Germany in the later
70s and they had a bunch of video-based gambling machines. You’d go into a gas house
or a pub and they’d have these electronic gambling things and I thought, “Well, that’s
kind of cool” because I’ve always loved technology but I’m not a gambler so I didn’t pay
much attention to those, but when I started to see games showing up, I bought a
Commodore 64 computer and much of the stuff I did on that was games – Pong and Star
Raiders… Then we got into the Gameboy. We had a Gameboy with the kids. A lot of the
changing technology in gaming was because my kids were playing the games. I was in
my 40s. Late 30s-40s. When I started playing Super Mario and that. – Rebecca, 65,
Toronto, Canada
I remember Pong and Space Invaders. I used to go to the game arcade on Ft. Lauderdale
beach when I was a teenager. I liked a game called Afterburner. My Husband got me
involved in home and computer games. – Jane, 57, Los Angeles, California
Probably the first thing that I played… Would you count the Asteroids machine in
student lounges? That’s probably the first video game. I think it was an Asteroids
machine in the student lounge. – Lexi, 53, Trumansberg, New York
The older players tended to discover gaming themselves, as opposed to the younger
players who grew up watching someone else play. Arcades and student centers at universities
were mentioned by several older participants, yet not at all by younger participants (unsurprising,
given arcades have largely vanished in North America (Wolfe, 2008). Throughout the 1980s and
1990s, arcade machines could be found in shopping malls, pizza joints, and businesses across
America. These public game spaces – even the typical masculine-gendered American arcade
(Williams, 2013) – could offer access to gaming for female players who were restricted from
playing video games in the home. The disappearance of these public gaming spaces underscores
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MUSHes (Multi-User Shared Hallucinations) are similar to MUDs (Multi-User Dungeons) in that they
are online communities predominately for text-based role-play. MUSHes tend to focus more heavily on
role-playing than MUDs.
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The Dragonriders of Pern and Crystal Singer series are science-fiction book series. Helen played in
MUSHes that involved role-playing characters and lore from those series.
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the importance that personal contacts such as family and friends may play in introducing today’s
younger players to video games.
Among older players, becoming a video game player required more seeking-out behavior
on their part, compared to younger players who have, by virtue of their age, been more likely to
grow up gaming technologies in their own home. None of this is to say is that today’s generation
of players would not seek out video games for themselves as they aged; however, the young age
at which many reported beginning to play is certainly a byproduct of being exposed to games
within the home.
Some players came to the activity later in life. One participant, Barbara, 56, from Temple
City, California, became an avid World of Warcraft player in 2008 after her son and his friends
introduced her to do it:
My son and his friend used to play and I remember coming home and just wondering,
“why are you guys always on the computer? How come you’re not out?” I mean, even
though my son was in Little League and his friend was in Boy Scouts, it’s like, “you’re
always on the computer.” They’d come over for the weekend and they’d play Halo all
night and then they’d get on the computer. I was going to school at that point for my
degree. After I graduated, my son’s friend told me, “You just gotta try this. You just gotta
try it! Just give it a shot.” And I created a toon23 and I was hooked and I’ve been playing
it ever since.
She was 47 when she began playing World of Craft and remains an avid player today:
I play almost every day. I’m in a raiding guild... But beyond you know the occasional
Halo I used to play way back when with my son, that’s pretty much it. I never really
played – I used to get motion-sick playing like Mario Kart, so I was never into the… I
grew up in the pinball video game area, you know? I was never good at Pac-Man or
anything like that. But I started playing WOW24 and I was like, “Oh my gosh, thank GOD
I didn’t try this before graduating college.”
Rebecca also began playing World of Warcraft in 2008, also at her son’s recommendation. She
explained, “I was playing games and those sorts of things. And my son said, ‘Maybe you’d like to
try an MMORPG.’ And I was like, ‘Ok, which one do you suggest?’” She tried a couple of games
23

Toon is another term for a customizable avatar in a digital game.
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WOW is the acronym for World of Warcraft.
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that she found had frustrating mechanics. “It did get me hooked on MMOs… So I was going over
the top with frustration, so my son said, ‘Oh here’s one you’ll probably like better.’ And
introduced me to World of Warcraft.”
It is telling that the majority of participants acquired a passion for gaming after a (male)
family member imparted their gaming knowledge and recommendations. Even Rebecca, who had
discovered games on her own, found her favorite genre, MMOs, through her then-25-year-old
son. Not one participant in the interview portion of this study referred to a woman being the one
to introduce them to gaming in general. Two participants mentioned having sisters who
occasionally play video games (although not as enthusiastically as the participants), but neither
sister was responsible for getting for the participants to enjoy games. A few participants – who
were also older – described their sisters’ views on gaming, which conform to more traditional
gender norms:
She’s four years younger than I am and not into gaming at all. And every time I talk
about gaming when I’m around my family, their eyes roll up in their head and they look
up the sky and go, “What’s this woman talking about now? We don’t care. And you’re
weird for doing that.” And I say, no they’re weird for not doing it. It’s a big part of
popular culture these days so what do you guys do? But then my sister scrapbooks and I
can’t quite see the point of that. I have my gaming; she has her scrapbook [laughs]. –
Rebecca, 65, Toronto, Canada
She has never gotten into it. And as far as I know, her kids, she has two kids, and they
like to play, I don’t know the name of it but it’s a first-person shooter game. I’ve seen
them play it but Diane has never gotten into it. I mean, solitaire, she would play that but
that’s it. – Barbara, 56, Temple City, California
Barbara also mentioned how her love of games has rubbed off on her granddaughter, much to her
daughter’s chagrin:
Now her daughter, my granddaughter, she loves phone games. She plays, not Minecraft,
but it’s kind of a Minecraft type, it’s called ROBLOX. She plays that and she loves it and
its funny because she’ll get like in the middle of something and then her dad calls and she
has to pause the game to answer the phone and she gets really mad and my daughter will
look at me and say, “See? Do you see what you’ve taught her?” Because she gets mad
because the game’s being paused, and it’s like, “Sorry!”
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This gender divide can hardly be coincidental. Grounded in conventional gender stereotypes that
get reified by marketing and by players themselves (Fron et al., 2007; Chess, 2017), video games
are still seen as a more appropriate leisure activity for boys and men than it is for girls and
women.
In the previous chapter, survey results suggested that female players who grew up with a
male sibling felt their brothers were more encouraged to play video games. The interviews reveal
how some participants perceived this as intentional. If parents’ leisure purchases (including
gaming consoles, games, and accessories) are driven by gendered assumptions about what is
appropriate leisure for their daughter, they may be less inclined to purchase gaming technologies
for them, or – in the case of Michelle, for example – store gaming technologies in the male
child(ren)’s room as a subtle form of discouragement for their daughter(s). This mentality
perpetuates a cycle in which boys and men will always be common conduits through which girls
and women experience video games.

Devices
The survey results indicated that PC was the most popular device among participants.
The interviews allowed participants to explain their motivations for choosing specific devices,
which contexualizes these decisions within trends related to gender roles and leisure. As with the
survey, interview participants referred to PC as their go-to device for gaming. Participants
mentioned diverse game selections, customizability, technical specifications, and price as
factoring into their preferences:
I’m pretty exclusively a PC gamer… It’s more widespread in general, like the selection
tends to be broader. And I’m also cheap. So I’m much more of a Steam sale25 type person
25

The Steam distribution platform holds multiple annual sales that include steep discounts on digital
games.
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than a dedicated “I will buy this game as soon as it comes out and it’s $70” person. –
Anna, 25, Austin, Texas

I prefer PC video games. My headset is a Sennheiser, keyboard Razer, and mouse
Logitech. I enjoy using a keyboard and mouse with custom settings that work well
with the physical health challenges of someone my age. – Minnie, 60, Florida
(city undisclosed)
That’s like choosing between my children. On the PC, I play mostly indies and my PC
can’t hold a lot of games – for example, the Witcher. So my favorite would probably
have to be the PS4, but the games are very expensive so I only get new games probably
once every 3 months. – Andreia, 18, Lisbon, Portugal
I’ve got the original PlayStation... We’ve got an Xbox360 in this house, a PlayStation 3,
we’ve got iPads. We mostly play on the computer, though; that is mostly what I play on.
And I’ll play certain things on my Android and my iPad. Mostly I’m on the computer,
unless I’m playing Final Fantasy games in which case they’ll deviate back to the
PlayStation because that’s where done. That’s where they’re best. – Theresa, 30,
Brighton, England
Amber, who is 18 years old and lives with her parents while she prepares to go off to
college, spoke of the cost-prohibitive nature of video games, exacerbated by her family’s
financial hardships:
Typically I don’t get to buy whichever [console] I want, so I get what I get… All the new
consoles are coming out faster than ever and new games and most with DLC26. [With]
Mass Effect, I’ve never actually played any of the DLC because I couldn’t afford it. I got
Mass Effect because I kept seeing it on gaming lists. I’m a big YouTube watcher; that’s
how I kind of keep up to date and see new games. I got Mass Effect for like $5 from my
local game store… I paid for Andromeda new27 because I got graduation money and I
was like, “Alight, this is the one thing I’m gonna spend money on.”
These interview comments reveal the multitude of factors that drive individuals towards different
gaming platforms – factors that are obscured when research presents these choices as merely the
personal preference of players. Research on gender-based gaming motivations that relies on

26

DLC (an abbreviation for Downloadable Content) are add-ons available for purchase that expand a
game’s storyline or add other new features. They tend to range from $5-30, depending on the content. In
recent years, DLC has become controversial in the gaming community. Many suspect developers are
deliberately designing the “core” $60 game so that players feel compelled to purchase DLC to get access to
the game’s best features.
27

As opposed to buying a used copy from a retailer like Gamestop.
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survey data alone, without offering any context for responses, can have the effect of making these
choices seem “natural.”
Similar to the survey, older participants were more likely to play on mobile devices than
the younger participants were (although none of them exclusively played on mobile devices).
Sharon, for example, said she enjoys the tablet for “quick, pick up and play for a short period of
time” types of games that can be played while she is watching television. Minnie, who is one of
the oldest competitive CS:GO28 players in the world, mostly plays on PC, but said she prefers to
play games like Hearthstone on her tablet. (For what is worth, this is the only game I play on a
tablet as well.) For older players, whose vision and fine-motor skills are not what they once were,
consoles and PC are not always the most inviting gaming platforms. A few participants
referenced console controllers feeling uncomfortable in their hands; PCs allow for more custom
options, including gaming mice that allow players to re-map buttons for easier maneuvering as
Minnie mentioned. Tablets are even more accessible yet, with larger screens for easier viewing
and no complicated accessories, needing the player to just swipe their fingers to play. Clara, who
is 46 years old and lives in Palo Alto, California, plays on the PS4 herself, but discussed how
tablet gaming is important for people like her 83-year-old mother, who loves games but has a
visual impairment:
My mom is sweet… She doesn’t see well. She plays games on the computer every night.
She used to play Angry Birds on her iPhone, but we bought her a tablet to play on
because the screen wasn’t big enough and she couldn’t see it… She watches YouTube
videos on how to beat levels [laughs].
Accessibility would certainly help explain the popularity of mobile gaming among older
groups of players. In general, device choices seem driven by far more than one’s gender identity –
despite what some may claim (Nutt, 2010). The small sampling of commentary here presents a
more nuanced picture of the factors that mitigate players’ preferences. As I have stated before,
28
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research that fails to contextualize seemingly “natural” gendered preferences in things like
devices they play games on run the risk of perpetuating a culture of exclusivity against female
players, equating them solely with “casual games.”
While I personally take strong umbrage to the idea that casual games are not “real
games” (a point that will elucidate more in the final chapter), it cannot be denied that this framing
of women as casual players has rhetorically powerful effects in gaming culture. Casual games lie
on the periphery of gaming culture – at least from many players’ perspective (despite mobile
games comprising half of the global games market today) (Newzoo, 2017a). In pushing women,
who are already on the margins of gaming culture (Shaw, 2015), even more to the fringes by
conflating them with casual games, female players are rendered less visible to those developing
and marketing games. The mantra that “women just don’t play games” appears to be a widely
held belief that drives much of the industry’s output, resulting in less attempts to make gaming a
more inclusive space.

Genre & motivations
While genre preferences and motivations for playing were discussed separately in the
previous chapter, due to the nature of the survey design, I discuss them conjointly in this chapter.
The two concepts are intricately tried to one another; hence, participants would often touch on
both aspects in their discussions of what and why they play games. As was the case with the
survey pool, participants’ favorite genres were action/adventure, RPGs/MMOs, and puzzle
games. Consistent with findings from previous studies (Terlecki et al, 2011; Yee, 2007; Yee,
2015), participants reported being drawn to games with compelling storylines and characters,
features for which action/adventure titles and RPGs and MMOs, in particular, are known. Amber
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talked at length about her love of games with in-depth stories, specifically her favorite spacethemed RPG series Mass Effect:
In racing games, for the most part, you’re just going around some kind of singular track,
over and over again, but these games you progress to another area and you see how the
story progresses and the characters develop and it’s like, “Whoa,” you know?
Amber discussed having a rough home life, a conflux of her family’s financial burden and
strained relationships with family members. For her, games offer a temporary reprieve:
My home life isn’t the best thing in the world, I will admit. I see video games not just as a
thing of enjoyment, but also as a thing to get away from reality sometimes… Most video
games you’re a hero and you can control your own destiny sometimes.
For Amber, gaming offers her a sense of empowerment as she is transported into another person’s
story for a few hours. The immersive stories in RPG games are not only entertaining, as Amber
noted, but also a form of escapism from her own life story.
Catherine, who also identified as an RPG fan, stated that the actual gameplay element is
not as crucial for her as the story:
I like engaging in various storylines… Gameplay doesn’t matter as much. But I do like a
good story in games. I really like Bioware29 games. I just got Andromeda so I’ve been
playing that a lot lately but I do have a lot of commitment to the Dragon Age Series… So
much commitment… [laughs] I watched a YouTube video that was reviewing Dragon
Age Origins and just immediately purchased it on the spot and got into the series. And
once I got into Dragon Age, I got into the Mass Effect series. Being able to explore these
different worlds and all these different areas and meet all these different fun
companions…it really drew me in. And just the lore in Dragon Age especially, I was like,
I love every part of this and I want it all in my life right now!
Women seeking story-driven games is a trend that has been identified by many previous
studies (e.g. Yee; 2004; Williams, Consalvo, Caplan, & Yee, 2009; Terlecki et al, 2011). The fact
that women tend to be more heavily drawn toward games with stories (especially the sciencefiction or fantasy stories that characterize much of the RPG/MMO genre) might suggest female
players have more dissatisfaction with their everyday lives, or at least a need to escape from them
29

Bioware is a large game development studio headquarted in Edmonton, Canada. They are best known for
producing the Mass Effect and Dragon Age series, as well as several Star Wars titles.
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through stories. The fact that women in this study frequently mentioned enjoying the Dragon Age
and Mass Effect series is not surprising. These two franchises are known for having well-written
characters of different gender-, ethic- and sexual identities. In addition to allowing players to play
as and customize a female main character, the games feature women in powerful roles (e.g.
commanders, scientists, soldiers). Much like Radway’s (1984) women readers of romance novels
extracted vicarious pleasure from the idealized experiences of the books’ characters, the women
in this study use games with progressive, female-centric storylines as a compensatory media to
satisfy desires in their lives created by family and work obligations.
MMOs were found to be quite popular among the older participants, with one of the main
attractions being their inherently social nature. A staple of the MMO genre is interacting with
other players, whether to achieve common objectives or to challenge other players in combat. In
general, though, the ability to interact with others online was frequently highlighted as a reason
players enjoyed video games. Barbara, a die-hard MMO player, was initially drawn to the
aesthetics of the genre, but noted that was the inherently social nature of the games that really
enthralled her:
The visual, the graphic stuff got me in first. And then it was whole, you could meet
people – I just found it, oh my gosh, Stephanie, I found it so weird that a woman of my
age, when we grew up, you had one house phone down the hall and you couldn’t be on it
for more than ten minutes because somebody else would be trying to get through and
now I’m talking as a peer with somebody halfway across the country and this 13-year-old
is looking at me as an equal. It’s just, I mean, I’m really interested in the social aspect of
all this.
Barbara, then, a player in her 50s, places the social aspect of video games in historical perspective
by expressing amazement at the level of connectivity in gaming compared to the limited mediated
technology of her youth. For others, like Theresa, her schedule leaves her little time for going out
and socializing, so she fills the niche with video games:
It’s mostly the social aspect I get online for. I don’t have time in my actual personal life
to go out to club or a bar or some social event and hang out with people. I don’t have
time for that, you know. So this, I can come home, I can sit in my PJs and relax. It’s
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easier and it’s more fun for me and there’s less stress involved. And I get introduced to
all kinds of new things.
Sharon has made many of her closest friends through online games. She remarked, “If
you look at my Facebook contacts, about half of them are people I met playing role-playing
games!” Then there are players like Josie who use games to socialize with their family:
We are running lots of [game] systems. One of us will be on the Xbox while I’m on my
computer and my husband is on his computer and we’re all kind of talking to each other
while we’re playing games. Lately we’ve been playing Don’t Starve together as a family.
So yeah, it’s a big part of our lives.
For older participants who have mobility concerns, online games provide a valuable
social outlet. Minnie, who live-streams her video game-play, explained that “Being disabled and
home-bound, online gaming is an alternative way to socialize with other people.” This also
explains, in part, Minnie’s draw to competitive, multiplayer games like Counter-Strike: Global
Offensive, H1Z1, Overwatch, and Hearthstone. “I like the team interaction of FPS games that
require communication skills and team work,” she explained. However, it is not exclusively about
socializing for her; she finds the competitive nature of these games challenging, but also
therapeutic.
Many participants mentioned enjoying the challenge that games present. Aside from just
being purely entertaining, a few also specified that they see value in games’ ability to hone
particular skills or keep themselves in optimal shape. Sarah plays a lot of puzzle games, as well as
action/adventure games and other genres that incorporate puzzle-based elements:
I play them because they are the perfect balance of tuning out but staying mentally
engaged. I like problem solving games or puzzle games, so like Tomb Raider is fun…
Really story-driven games because they’re as entertaining as TV without my mind going
completely blank because often times even watching TV I color or draw or I’m texting or
doing something… multiple stimulation… So video games are a way of relaxing me
without making me feel bored.
In a lot of ways, Sarah’s comment about the mental stimulation of puzzle games parallels findings
from the previous chapter, in which survey participants referred to the “active” nature of video
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games that they find lacking in other “passive” media. While we might just attribute players’
desires to be engaging their mental faculties during their leisure time, one has to wonder, as Chess
(2009) implies, if these women do not feel a pressure to make productive use of their leisure time.
From Brain Age to Words with Friends, themes of self-improvement or, at least, self-maintenance
of mind and body are evident. Of course, some players’ draw to these games – especially older
players – is driven by their desire to preserve their mental abilities. This might explain the
popularity of puzzle-based games among the older participants, in particular. Jane, who
predominately plays puzzle games, explained:
I mainly use them to wind up to working on the computer and wind down at the end of
the day. They are a sort of ritual. Get my mind to working and then shutting it down. I
suppose the inherent mathematics and strategizing.
It’s also worth noting how the demands of some types of games can be discouraging to
certain players as well. Some genres, in particular many multiplayer competitive games like
MOBAs, require players to constantly stay on top of updates to the game that drastically alter the
way the game is played. Catherine was the only self-described MOBA player in interviews. She
recounted her struggles of keeping up with the MOBA League of Legends:
[League of Legends] keep changing the system and I’m really not used to how it is now
so I haven’t played it in a really long time. And the item builds30 can get a little
confusing. But I like Heroes of the Storm31’s system a little better. When you level up as
a team, you get abilities rather than items and the builds are a lot easier for me to keep
with so I’m really preferring that method as of right now.
MOBAs were one of the least popular genres among survey participants – a trend reflected in
self-reported data from MOBA developers. Rather than assume that women are simply less
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Builds are the customizable combinations of skills players select for their character each match. The key
to being successful at MOBAs relies largely on a player’s ability to choose character builds that will result
in the strongest, fastest, etc. character. There are websites dedicated to recommending ideal builds for
certain MOBA characters that many players will use as models (ex: https://www.mobafire.com).
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Heroes of the Storm is another popular MOBA. The team-based level-up mechanic Catherine described
also makes it, arguably, a more accessible MOBA for newcomers to the genre. (I became an avid Heroes of
the Storm player after hearing Catherine praise it.)
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interested in MOBAs, one could infer that women do not have the leisure time available to follow
the ever-changing meta of MOBAs, which greatly impacts their ability to remain competitive. For
a genre that is all about competition, the enjoyment easily gets lost for those who are unable to
keep up. Catherine’s interview reveals that she is interested in the genre; her quitting League of
Legends was not due to a lack of interest, but because she found a different MOBA game she
enjoyed more.
Age, too, can dictate how accessible a game or genre of games might be for players.
Laura and Clara both spoke about how their age impacts their ability to keep pace with younger
players:
I love first-person shooters. I’ve always loved that. Halo is one of my favorite games of
all time. I love those. But as I get older, I find that I don’t have the reflexes I used to
have. I have to play maybe some kind of campaign instead of head-to-head online kind of
stuff and a lot of people I used to play with, they’re able to stay up until 3 or 4 and I’m
not able to do that anymore. It ruins my next day. – Laura, 57, Missoula, Montana
My kids, range – the four of them – I’ve got two of them, but they’ve each got partners…
We played on [virtual reality] for an awful afternoon and what’s really, really noticeable
is that when I do it, I am just not quick enough… I just can’t… They’re all shouting, “Cut
the blue wire! Cut the red wire!” And I’m… *pantomimes spinning in circles, flustered*
And I’m sure that’s just something to do with age. They’re just so much quicker than we
are. – Clara, 46, Palo Alto, California
These comments illustrate, again, how choices in games are not purely driven by interest or a lack
thereof, but may be limited by ability. As Crawford and Godbey (1987) note, even the perception
that one may lack the required set of skills or ability to engage in a form of leisure can be
discourage them from pursuing it. We also see this sentiment expressed when it comes to
multiplayer games that require player-versus-player elements. For instance, Clara stated that she
has never tried playing an online multiplayer game: “I’m clumsy. I’d be worried I’m not skilled
enough.” Similarly, Olivia avoids multiplayer due to “fear of harassment and people who are too
intense about it so they get stupid angry when you mess up.” Olivia actually chose the current
MMO she plays specifically because of its community: “I picked Guild Wars partially because it
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had positive reviews about the niceness of the community as opposed to stuff like League of
Legends so fortunately I haven’t had to deal with much of that.” Guild Wars is an MMO that
uniquely allows players to draft A.I. characters to fight alongside them to complete objectives that
would normally require players to team up with other players. This mechanic allows Olivia to
circumvent the multiplayer aspect of the game.
Apprehension about playing in online multiplayer environments was a strikingly common
theme across interviews. Although much of this is the fear of intolerance for newbies, some
participants’ apprehension is also influenced by their perceptions of online environments as
particularly (and even toxically) male, as the quotes below either state explicitly or imply.
Participants navigate this issue in a variety of ways, from only playing with friends or family to
avoiding online multiplayer altogether:
I’m very wary of being online in an environment where I don’t know people and I don’t
know enough about how the multiplayer missions – the strike teams – or the multiplayer
system works. And I’m a woman and what I’ve heard about how women are treated isn’t
anything that I wanna deal with. The only reason I’m considering it is that it might be
fun. Also, I’m 53 years old. I’m probably old enough to be the mother of most of these
guys. – Lexi, 53, Trumansberg, New York
Sometimes I find myself, when it comes to games like Overwatch, Heroes of the Storm,
areas where you can play online, I’m less inclined to play online. And a part of it is, I get
bored after a little while because I have no connection with the people. But a part of it is
also because, especially with Overwatch, I’m very new with the game so I’m kind of
afraid to go out there and be like, “Hey I’m new, please don’t report me.” So in a way,
I’m kind of afraid of playing with strangers, but also I just have more fun with friends
and it’s just my preference. – Catherine, 20, College Station, Texas
That’s my real criticism of MMOs these days, especially World of Warcraft. I don’t play
it as much as I used to. I used to play a lot of hours just because I enjoyed the
environment. But having to deal with the player community, it’s gotten much worse over
the years. It’s gotten to be so toxic and so negative and it’s so disgusting to interact with
people. – Rebecca, 65, Toronto, Canada
Right now I don’t really play any co-op games. I don’t relish internet communities for all
the systemic reasons we think of. But I do like to play games with people I like,
obviously. For example, the newest Tomb Raider game had a partner component. Me and
my boyfriend would play that all the time. And then Mass Effect has a group component
so me, him, and two other friends will play that together. So if I know the people I’ll do
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the co-op stuff but I’m not really one to get into a community unless you can’t chat – if
there’s not chat functions. – Sarah, 28, Houston, Texas
For me, playing Overwatch takes a good bit of social energy outside of just playing a
game, blowing off steam. Especially with FPS, it’s not what I grew up playing, so it’s
more of a… I don’t want to say stressor, but playing with people who are jerks, is
definitely not always what I’m mood for, whereas it bounces off of him a lot easier. I
have to be in the right mood to play a competitive game. He’s a lot more blaze about
people on the internet. A lot of times I’ll just let him talk if it’s just us two in a room. A
lot of times if our friends are on, I’ll be a lot more vocal because the more people who
you know aren’t going to be assholes, the easier it’ll be. I think it’s a thing probably a lot
of women experience, where they’re jaded by their earlier experiences being on the mic.
That’s kind of why I quite League, too, because it’s literally a bunch of children
screaming at each other. – Anna, 25, Austin Texas
Each of these women have their own mechanisms for navigating what they perceive as a
constraint on their opportunities to enjoy online multiplayer games – toxic behavior from other
players. Clara, Olivia, and Lexi simply refrain from playing online games because they anticipate
rude behavior from players. This is critical because, as leisure scholars have found, anticipated
satisfaction is a strong predictor of one’s likeliness to seek out leisure (e.g. Deci, 1980; Dunn
Ross & Iso-Ahola, 1991; Iso-Ahola & Weissinger, 1987). Women like Clara, Olivia, and Lexi
have never played multiplayer games, yet have heard enough about other women’s experiences to
have formed a narrative about the toxic cultures they tend to breed. This is enough for them to
reach the conclusion that multiplayer games will not be satisfying enough to make pursuing
multiplayer gaming worth their time and emotional energy (or at least, the toxic behavior will
outweigh any other satisfying aspects).
Rebecca plays MMOs, which are multiplayer by definition; however, MMOs offer a few
different ways of playing, some requiring more social interaction than others. Player versus
player (referred to as PvP in gaming culture) involves head-to-head competition with other
players. Rebecca prefers to avoid PvP play when she can because of the negative behavior she
often encountered. Then there’s Sarah and Anna, who both play multiplayer games. Both
expressed reservations about using in-game chat features (ie: text-based chat, headset) to
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communicate with players they do not know. Gray (2014) has observed how female players (and
players of color) are often singled out for harassment in games based on the sound of their voice,
made evident by some multiplayer communities’ reliance on voice communication. Thus, it is
hardly surprising that many women would shy away from features that reveal their gender
identity.
In fact, it has been estimated that only about 28 percent of teenage girls who play video
games use voice chat, compared to 70% of teen boys (Lenhart et al., 2015). Sarah specified a
preference for games where she does not need to utilize chat features; however, this also changes
the gaming experience, as online multiplayer games were designed around the idea of teams
communicating with one another. Hence, is it tougher to be as successful in multiplayer games if
one opts out of chat features. Anna’s method of navigating this issue is to have her husband,
whom she often plays online multiplayer games with, do the talking for the both of them. This
affords her team the benefit of being able to communicate without Anna having to “out” herself
to her teammates.
Hostile interactions in online gaming spaces are something that men experience, too. I do
not mean to downplay the ways that toxic attitudes and behavior in gaming culture affects male
players and developers (Jaffit, 2018). That said, the toxicity leveled at men tends to be based
more on game-specific factors (ie: trash-talk, criticizing one’s skill). Women, on the other hand,
are routinely subjected to gender-specific forms of harassment. Now defunct, the website Fat,
Ugly, or Slutty? – a reference to the assumptions that all female players are fat, ugly, and/or slutty
– documented the lewd, degrading, and sometimes downright disturbing messages that women
players received (http://http://fatuglyorslutty.com). Women are often met with requests for
photos, dates, or in the direst of cases, are cyberstalked or threatened with (sometimes sexual)
violence – a cultural epidemic that has only been spurred on post-Gamergate (Gaudiosi, 2015b).
This is what makes Anna’s comment about multiplayer games such as Overwatch requiring a
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specific kind of “social energy” so important. The act of being a woman in male-centric game
spaces – in any male-centric spaces – is a rebellious act, and as such is emotionally taxing. In
games specifically, women are having to prove their credibility as gamers, ignore sexist behavior
levied at them, and bear the burden of their performance in the game being a reflection of on all
other female players, among other challenges32. In a sadly ironic twist, leisure and play become
energy-consuming work, but uniquely so for girls and women.
These interviews highlight the extent to which gaming culture is gendered – from the
location of the gaming consoles in brothers’ rooms to the virtual spaces of the games themselves
– which was a striking theme across interviews. This gendering also extends to game-related
discussion boards, conventions, and retail spaces, permeating nearly every corner of gaming
culture. In response to this, many female-oriented spaces have emerged over the years, including
Twitch partnerships that promote female streamers and female esports squads. Of course, these
female-centered spaces tend to operate on the margins of gaming culture, with industry news
coverage, outside investments, and advertising overwhelming catering to the masculine-coded
“core” of gaming culture because men remain the largest audience for streaming and esports
(Gera, 2014).

Leisure time and gaming
Participants had a difficult time quantifying exactly how many hours a week they
averaged playing games, explaining that it greatly fluctuates with work, school, and other
responsibilities. Participants frequently referenced work, school, chores, and family as
constraining their access to leisure and, specifically, games. Several participants discussed how
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Jonathan McIntosh, a games journalist, wrote a piece about the privileges of being a male gamer that is
modeled after Peggy McIntosh’s 1989 article “White privilege: Unpacking the invisible knapsack.”
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changing work routines affected their time for video games negatively. For example, Rebecca
recently took on the position of Department Chair at the university she works for, which
drastically changed how much free time she has:
I used to play about 15-20 hours a week. Now that is down between 5 and 10. I usually
play a couple hours every evening. It used to be a lot, you know, 5 or 6 hours every
evening sometimes but now it’s probably 1-2 hours. I just have too many things going on.
The other change that’s happened in my life is that now that I took on this job, I’m
working 9 to 5, which, outside the fact it’s killing me because I hadn’t worked 9 to 5 in
20 years, I don’t have the same kind of time in the evening because at some point in time,
I have to go to bed because I have to get up early in the morning. When I was teaching, of
course, I had a schedule that was really flexible. So I could spend a bunch of hours during
the day gaming and then go to class and come home and spend another bunch of hours,
but now it’s more of a regimented schedule so I don’t actually have as much time.
Laura, who is retired, discussed the irony of having little time for games despite her retired status:
So as a retired person… you’d think I would have all the time I’d ever want to play a
video game. It’s like the ultimate – what’s the term… I have no responsibilities. But I
would have to say, I think I would never have enough time. Because even in retirement, I
feel like I don’t have enough time to play. So the things that pull me away are having to
make dinner for my husband and I. Sometimes I totally resent that [laughter] – I would
really just rather grab a snack bar and a really healthy drink and just sit and play some
more [laughter] – and, having to go – I know this sounds weird, but yesterday I went to
massage appointment. I have one like every three weeks. And sometimes I feel like, “Oh
my gosh, I have – I have to go to a massage and I’d rather sit here and finish what I was
doing.”
Laura touches on both traditional gender roles – in which she sees it as her responsibility to cook
dinner for her husband and herself – as well as a pull to get out of the house and engage in other
forms of leisure:
I totally can feel myself fighting this “I don’t want to interact with anybody. I don’t want
to go outside. I don’t want to deal with my responsibilities.” And I grew up with
responsibilities coming first, before computers even arrived. And so that little voice goes,
“Nope, it’s time to get ready to go” [laughter]. So, do I have enough time? I feel like I
never have enough time to play all the games I want to.
Lexi, who does not work outside the home, has more time available for leisure, which she
spends playing games and updating and maintaining a fan wiki page for the game Mass Effect:
Andromeda. She has played through the game multiple times, taking notes and screenshots of her
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gameplay for the wiki, which serves as a reference guide for the world, characters, and objectives
for other players:
I lose track of time very easily, but I would not be surprised if it added up to 20 hours or
more. That’s just playing the game. That doesn’t count the time that I spend playing with
pictures or working with numbers outside of the game. I’m not sure how much time I
spend on that, probably an equal amount of time doing research missions, to go through
the alternates, and the image manipulation and running numbers and updating wiki pages,
so, wow… that’s probably a full-time job, doing all that stuff. That would explain why
the sink is full of dirty dishes…
Lexi’s estimate that she spends the equivalent of a full-time job curating the wiki page for a game
is powerful, when you consider the fact that she is performing hours of unpaid labor. Of course,
for Lexi this is a “labor of love” and perhaps does not feel like work to her. Gelber (1999) argues
that a person’s motivations – why they do it – should determine whether something is work or
leisure. Nonetheless, with men being less likely to take on unpaid work, it would be interesting to
see how much of wiki management falls on the shoulders of female players.
Lexi’s comment also highlights how housework and gaming can be a balancing act for
women players, with one sometimes getting neglected. Likewise, Astrid specifically discussed
how housework detracts from her time for leisure and gaming:
My husband works a lot. His schedule is actually pretty flexible, but in some ways that’s
worse because he gets called for meetings on random weeknights and might be get home
10 that night. And stuff around the house won’t get done if I don’t do it. It’s not his fault,
but someone has to take care of or else we’d never have any dishes [laughs]. So when I
do have free time, sometimes I’m just too dang tired to even play games, you know?
Both Lexi and Astrid mention housework in their comments – either as suffering because of their
gaming or vice versa. It is thought-provoking that there seems to be a trade-off between the two.
This of course becomes particularly important considering that women in heterosexual
relationships are more likely to bear the brunt of domestic work (Horne et al., 2017). This is an
intervening constraint that most men (in developed countries) do not have to negotiate.
Another constraint that poses a unique challenge for women is care-work. Sharon, who is
herself retired, spends a lot time taking care of her mother. For her, asynchronous social games
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that allow players to log in, make a move, and then forget about it for a few hours facilitates her
ability to squeeze in some leisure in-between addressing her mother’s needs: “I play a lot of
social games, like Words With Friends, that don’t require both parties to be online at the same
time.” Helen had also, until recently, been in charge of taking care of her mother, and is
employed as a software developer. She explained that her leisure time has become more
fragmented because she has learning how to address some health issues and getting involved with
a religious organization. She has also been re-devoting herself to maintaining real-life
relationships with friends and family scattered all around the world. She hopes that once she
retires, she can resume playing more immersive games, by which she has also made friends. For
now, she makes time for gaming by playing mobile games, which better suit her leisure patterns:
Now I probably spend, because I’m doing mostly phone stuff, while I’m waiting for
something to download that takes forever… It’s not real interaction stuff, so I’m probably
playing three hours a day but it’s very, very piecemeal. When I was the height of my
Everquest II experience, I was spending at least two hours a night after work and most of
the weekends online doing stuff. So probably… 20-24 hours in there somewhere.
One way that several participants mentioned they negotiate time constraints is to bingeplay games during the more extended periods of leisure time:
During the week, I play one-two hours before bed. On the weekends, my hardcore mode
comes out and I turn on my PS4 and I play maybe eight to ten hours a day. – Andreia, 18,
Lisbon, Portugal
There are some days when I just don’t have time at all. I try to keep a couple nights a
week open for just “me” time and that’s often when I play. I’ll go for like five to six
hours, and that might be it for that week. So I don’t check my email, I don’t check out
Facebook or Instagram, any of it – that time is sacred [laughs]. – Michelle, 24,
Springfield, Massachusetts
Humor aside, Michelle’s demarcation of her gaming time as “sacred” time is actually a signifier
of how valuable this leisure time is to her, implying that is scarce. Her decision to shut herself
from email and social media – things that interspersed throughout our daily lives thanks to
smartphone culture – is a means of bracketing the things that threaten to interrupt her leisure time
so they can be dealt with later. Again, with women’s leisure time susceptible to interruptions like
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housework or childcare, closing oneself off for some “me” time becomes a critical form of leisure
preservation.
Sarah also budgets her time around work, making gaming a priority on days off or when
she visits her boyfriend about 45 minutes away:
Probably upwards of… in a week, probably 15-20 if I’m not busy. I just finished the new
Mass Effect game so I would play remotely an hour on my lunch break and usually an
hour before bed but then on Sundays maybe like ten hours. My boyfriend likes the game,
too, and he has a PS4 so I just bring mine [to his place] and we set up the TVs and plug in
the headphones and play the various games we’re interested in at the time and that’ll be
the whole day. I think the last time I checked I logged about 85 hours on that game in a
month? But right now I’m not playing anything… When there’s not a game I’m playing,
I catch up on all the TV I’ve missed. When I am playing, it’s pretty consistently a lot.
When she was a graduate student, Sarah would be strategic with her work and leisure time –
scheduling binge-playing sessions around her schoolwork demands:
I would say I do it more now because I have more free time. When I was in graduate
school, I had to pledge a time, like, “I’m going to work for four weeks straight and then
I’ll have one day off and I’ll play as much as I can until I throw up” [laughs]. But now
that I don’t have those constraints, I play a lot more… And because my relational partner
likes video games, I don’t have to budget my time between performing the role of
girlfriend and performing the role of gamer because they overlap, which is great because
I don’t think that’s ever happened before.
Sarah touches on another important point in this comment – the pressure of balancing her gamer
identity and her girlfriend identity. Her framing of “gamer” and “girlfriend” as two distinct roles
suggests she views them – or used to view them – as incompatible. Or, perhaps, her former
boyfriends saw them that way. Taking part in mainstream gaming culture arguably requires a
forsaking of femininity in order to assimilate into the masculinist culture of gaming. This poses a
challenge for women wish to perform both roles, as evidenced by Sarah’s role-switching between
Gamer Sarah and Girlfriend Sarah in her leisure time.
One last interesting theme that emerged from interviews was that of feelings of
entitlement to leisure time. Most participants conveyed the sense that video games were
something to be enjoyed after other obligations were taken care, like a reward:
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I’ll do some chores around the house and then I’m like, “Ok, cool, I’ve done some stuff. I
feel like I’ve earned some computer time.” Because then I feel like I’ve earned it. I go to
work for the day, I come home and do a few things, and I feel like I’ve earned the right to
sit down and chill out. – Theresa, 30, Brighton, England
When I can, I try to leave myself at least an hour or two every night for gaming. Work all
day, come home, have dinner, walk the dog, do the dishes and clean up the house, then
chill. So my days are for work and the night can be for play. Unless something else
comes up, of course. –Michelle, 24, Springfield, Massachusetts
As Shaw (1991a) notes, it is common for women to feel unentitled to leisure. The participants in
this study seemed to feel they are entitled to leisure, but only after other obligations (both Theresa
and Michelle mention chores) have been fulfilled. Interestingly, a few participants confessed to
feeling guilty when they felt they did not earn their gaming time:
I’m supposed to be writing my thesis this summer and I’ve gotten less than I should have
and that’s because of games. – Olivia, 21, Greensboro, North Carolina
Sometimes I’ll take a break from schoolwork and think I’ll just play some Zelda for
awhile, but then even if it’s just a couple of hours, I’ll feel so guilty the entire time. Like,
this voice keeps saying, “You know, you really should be writing that paper.” Sometimes
it stresses me out enough that I actually quit playing and go work, which is good, I guess
[laughs]. – Astrid, 29, Baltimore, Maryland
Olivia not only feels guilty about playing games while procrastinating on writing her thesis, but
specifically identifies video games as the reason for her procrastination. Similarly, Astrid stated
that even a short break can leave her with such an overwhelming sense of guilt that she finds
herself unable to enjoy playing at all, to the point that she goes back to work. With video games
conflated with unproductive leisure (Chess, 2009), women may be more likely to experience guilt
about choosing games over other responsibilities.
Barbara imagined how she might have felt more guilt about gaming had she started when
she was younger, a student, and a single-mother to her two children who are now adults:
I would have more of a feeling of guilt if I played when I was younger. Because it would
be like, “Shouldn’t I be at the soccer field?” Or “maybe they need help with their
homework” or “oh my gosh, they’re only gonna be this age for so long.” I mean, when I
started [playing], if I was 47, I had [my son] at 30… so he was 17… [He] was 5 and my
daughter was 7 when I got divorced, so I was a single parent the whole time… When I
went back to school, obviously I was working full-time. I had to take evening classes and
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I would only take one class, that’s why it took me so long, I would only take one class a
semester because I didn’t want to load up because I had a family to raise.
Childcare is commonly cited as a leisure constraint that burdens women more heavily
than men in heterosexual relationships (Bianchi, Robinson, & Milkie, 2006). However, the
interview participants tended to not see childcare as being a constraint on their gaming. All but
one participant’s child(ren) are adults themselves, so childcare is not as demanding on the
participants as it once might have been. In addition, and more interesting for the sake of this
research, is that most of participants who are parents reported playing with their children, even
when they younger. Hence, childcare and gaming were not necessarily mutually exclusive
activities, making some aspects of childcare a part of leisure itself. This is further discussed in the
next section.

Parental attitudes toward gaming
Video games have a reputation for being time-wasters (BBC News, n.d.) inciting
aggression and violence (Carey, 2013; Anderson et al., 2010), and making players generally less
empathetic (Anderson & Bushman, 2002; Huesmann, Moise-Titus, Podolski, & Eron, 2003).
Unsurprisingly, then, many parents decide to impose rules or guidelines for their children’s’ play.
These take the form of structural constraints, in that they mitigate an individual’s ability to
participate in a leisure activity they have expressed a desire for (Crawford & Godbey, 1987). As
Jackson et al. (1995) note, leisure is not generally understood to be an all-or-nothing approach.
Individuals are typically willing to attempt to overcome the constraints barring from participating.
This section examines of the participants’ experiences with attempted constraints on their
gaming, both as young players growing up confronting their parents’ attitudes towards gaming as
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leisure, as well as older players navigating their own role as parents making leisure-related
decisions for their children.
Amber, who still lives with her parents as she prepares to go off to college, said her
parents – who used to play games themselves – have never had a problem with her and her
younger siblings (three brothers) playing video games. (She said her 15-year-old sister is not
especially interested in them.) Her grandfather, on the other hand, strongly disapproves:
[My parents] were pretty much fine with it. It kept me quiet in the house and well behaved.
The only one that was really strict on me was my granddaddy. He would come by and babysit
me. Well he’d get so mad about me playing games that he would actually go and turn it off
before I could save. I got so mad at him. My parents would come home and I’d be like, “Ok,
granddaddy, you can go home now.”
In his case, Amber thinks his disdain for gaming stems from his general distaste for technology
and is not based on gender. To him, video games are “a lazy way to have fun.”
Olivia’s parents set fairly formal rules for video game-play in place, but she said her
parents did not always enforce them. Her father would actually purchase games for her
occasionally. Their concerns with games were not so much content-oriented as they were about
time spent playing:
We only ever played Saturday and Sunday mornings. Technically the rule was 2 hours a
day, but it wasn’t strictly enforced [laughs]. I think we mostly kept to that. We certainly
didn’t have any rules about game ratings or anything like that, but I didn’t have any
interest in getting any particularly violent games so it just wasn’t an issue really. I think I
rarely asked my parents to buy me a particular game; my dad would hear about things
and think “Oh, I think Olivia would like this” and then get it for me.
Olivia joked about her mother’s views video games – and screen time in general – as potentially
problematic, despite playing some games herself:
I think she sees it as a time waste. Like “Oh screen time is bad for you; people are just
getting sucked into the TV.” She groups it in with that. Which certainly it can be… I
guess she doesn’t see herself as someone who’s into games. But she still plays Pokemon
Go… She played World of Warcraft when my dad was playing, and she was whatever the
max level was at the time. She was good at it and definitely played a lot and she liked it.
But she doesn’t the idea of being into video games… Like we’ll be out catching
Pokemon, and she’ll be like, “Why are all these people out here catching Pokemon?” and
we’re like, “Mom, you’re here playing Pokemon!”
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Olivia’s mother exhibits a complex relationship with video games. She is an active Pokemon Go
player, as well as a former dedicated player of World of Warcraft. Her concerns about video
games becoming consuming, however, makes sense in the light of her family’s past. Olivia
recounted how her father used to be so heavily into playing World of Warcraft that it put a strain
on her family, and how that makes her hyper-conscious of her own playing habits:
I don’t want to get too into online communities of people who play. I worry about getting
sucked into it because of the social aspect and playing more than I actually want to and
sacrificing other stuff. We ended up getting rid of World of Warcraft because that’s what
happened with my dad. He was so into his guild stuff that he was spending like six hours
a day on that and my mom was feeling neglected and she was like we need to get rid of
this, you need to stop. So I worry about that happening.
Bearing this in mind, it would seem that much of Olivia’s mother’s anxieties surrounding video
games are tied to her desire to protect her family. Nonetheless, she still allowed Olivia to play
(and plays some games herself). It probably helps that Olivia is self-regulatory with her video
game-play, not wanting to fall into the trap that her father once did. While leisure can be an
important avenue for bonding with family, Olivia’s case reveals how leisure might be structured
so as to avoid leisure that could negatively impact the family.
Celine’s parents (mostly her mother) also attempted to regulate the amount of time she
would spend playing games:
I think mum tried to give me a limited time for gaming, but that didn't work too well
because I had to use the computer for assignments and homework anyway and she was
always off watching TV in a different room. Dad didn't really mind as long as I was
doing well. They had no idea what kinds of games there were, so there weren't any limits
on the content side of things.
Celine negotiated the constraint of her parents’ rules by sneaking in video game-play while
pretending to be doing homework:
Back then I played a lot of Flash games, so it was easy to hide. Occasionally I’d get
caught and mum would try to ground me, but I had homework and she wasn't going to
stop watching TV in the other room.
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In Celine’s comment we see the theme of “sneaking” that first came up when several younger
participants discussed trespassing into their brothers’ rooms to play on the consoles that were kept
there. For her, the trespassing takes the form of sneaking in gaming on the family computer under
the guise of schoolwork.
Earlier in this chapter, I alluded to Sarah having grown up with strict rules about video
games “probably because of all the things that would have been associated with my brother; his
issues they associate a lot with video game use.” While they did not completely restrict her from
playing games, they did exercise control over the types of games she was permitted to play. Sarah
recalls purchasing her first mature-themed game:
At one point I bought Splinter Cell, when I was probably 17, and they did not like that.
They didn’t care for that. And my parents were very much the kinds of people where “it
doesn’t matter how old you are; if you live here and we finance you, it’s our rules.” I
didn’t become financially independent until probably 22? So most of those rules stayed
the same. I’m a pretty passive child and I don’t like upsetting my parents so I was like ok.
Sarah did not try to negotiate her parents’ rules about gaming, due in part to what may perceived
as an intrapersonal constraint – the anticipation of feeling discomfort over upsetting her parents,
should she disobey their rules. Her relationship with her parents, which Sarah implies caring
strongly about, via her remark about disliking making them upset, acted as a self-imposed
constraint that deterred her from seeking out the types of leisure her parents forbade.
Andreia’s parents never loved the idea of her playing video games, but they also never
prohibited her from playing. Andreia reported that she would “get good grades just to get games”
from her parents as a reward:
A new game, when it comes out here, it’s 70 euros for a AAA title33. So yeah, they don’t
understand how it can be so expensive. They see it as a waste of time. If I’m not reading
or helping with the chores of the house or doing something productive (to them), it’s a
waste of time… And since I don’t go out much because I’m playing games… I know I’m
young and I should get along with a lot of people, be out in the cinema every week and
do all that, but I’m a couch potato [laughs].
33

AAA (pronounced triple-A) refers to the commercial games produced by major development studios.
They typically retail for $60 USD (for the base game before DLC or expansions).
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Video games are regarded by many as being socially unproductive, and therefore not worthy of
anyone’s time (Royse, 2007). Andreia’s parents feel her time would be better spent getting out
and interacting with other people her age – face to face. This of course ignores the many social
dynamics of digital games, which I have alluded to elsewhere in previous chapters. This also
perpetuates the idea that women should be “productive” with their leisure time, with the notion of
productivity tending to center around stereotypical “women’s work” like family and care-giving
(Chess, 2009).
All of the interview participants who have children stated that they allowed their children
to play games. Like the survey respondents, they espoused what they saw as the many benefits of
playing video games, both in general, but also together as a family:
One of the reasons we got the Wii, I just realized, is because I felt like it had more group
games that we could do together as a family and that was appealing to me. I don’t like the
idea of just sitting and staring at computers all day and not talking but the Wii had a lot of
games we could play together: the Wii Sports and stuff, so that’s how that started. –
Josie, 48, Seattle, Washington
I play with [my 26-year-old son]. But yeah, it’s the way we bonded. We spent so much
time playing Mario and playing Halo. Those were our two big ones. And everything we
did, when we played our games, we talked. We ate together. We played and ate and
talked together… When we weren’t playing games, we were like, “Hey, how about that
music? We should buy that CD that comes with the game.” He learned a lot about music
and art through games and we learned teamwork together through games. – Laura, 57,
Missoula, Montana
I remember I did play games on the computer with my son, because he’s my oldest, but
they were on the computer and they were on floppy disks at the time. And they were just
children’s fun games and he’s been playing them since he was about 3. – Clara, 46, Palo
Alto, California
I don’t have a console. We have a Wii; we used to have a Wii and then my kid took that
way. We had the Wii Fit and they’re disabled so we said ok you need the exercise
structure and program a lot more than I do. – Lexi, 53, Trumansberg, New York
Sharon actually recruited her now-30-something-year-old niece to video games when she was
only 4 years old: “I remember her sitting in my lap watching me play a MUD and the other
players were talking to her! I bought her a simple dungeon game when she was 8.”
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Participants reported being very supportive of their children’s interest in video games.
Several actually described gaming as giving them comfort because they knew exactly what their
children were doing with their leisure time. Because of this, parents I spoke to tended not to have
strict rules about gaming in their home:
My son probably started playing – he saved up to buy his own Xbox when he was about
10 years old, and the way I used to tell my daughter, because she used to play with her
brother, when his friends would come over, and they would play Rock Band or they
would Halo, it’s like, I know who is my house, I know who my son is playing with, and I
have control over the situation. So I was always ok with him playing within reason. I
didn’t like, what was that one – Grand Theft Auto – I did not like that one. He got into
the one called The Godfather, he was a little older at that point, and I would sit and watch
it because I didn’t want – you know, I’m sorry – glorifying killing people? No, let’s not
do that. But I would say for the first most part – within parameters – I was supportive of
it. – Barbara, 57, Temple City
We were just having this conversation… The reason to be into letting him play Grand
Theft Auto, which normally… We’ve really debated… We had a great talk about it. He
had good discussions. He really likes to drive around and see things and not really go
through missions as much… He likes just driving around and doing weird things and
exploring the world and I agree that Grand Theft Auto has some really great worlds to
drive around in. So I think for us, I like him to play because I think it’s, well it’s fun for
him, number one, and it gives us something in common. We can talk about games and
what we tried and what worked and what didn’t work. It teaches some problem-solving
skills in some ways and I’m ok with it because I feel like we have open communication
about it. We can talk about it. He didn’t just sneak behind our backs and play Grand
Theft Auto even though he found out about it at a friend’s house. He came home and said
we did this, I’d like to play it, what do you think and we can talk about it. So as long as
that line of communication stays open and he understands our concerns and we are still
overseeing what he’s playing. Like he’s never down in his room playing a game by
himself. We’re always in the same room together. I feel like as long as I can keep an eye
on it, and we have communication about it and I trust him and he trusts me, I’m ok with
it. – Josie, 48, Seattle, Washington
It was fun. It kept them busy. I was a single parent. Anything that kept those kids busy
was good. Obviously I had to watch them to make sure they weren’t getting out of
control on it, so sometimes we had to limit the time spent playing the games and also if
they were playing with somebody and they started to fight with each other, I put a stop to
that. As long as they were playing cooperatively and civilly and respecting each other and
doing it the right way, it was fine. I think there were a couple of games – the first-person
shooters – the older son, RJ, he really like those and I kind of had to sit him down and
talk to him, like, “You know, shooting people for fun is really not a good idea,” and he
says, “I know, mom.” Kind of like when I was a kid watching Looney Tunes and the
cartoons where Elmer Fudd would shoot the head off the rabbit and we all knew as kids
that wasn’t real, that was a cartoon. And I think kids are smart enough these days –
especially if they have a little parental direction on the subject, they realize that if you’re
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in a zombie apocalypse game and you’re killing everything in sight, killing zombies is ok
but killing the other people in your group is not. – Rebecca, 65, Toronto, Canada
None of the participants in the interviews reported having a female child who played
video games (Lexi specified having a non-binary child and they were allowed to play). It would
have been interesting to see if any of the other parents imposed gender normative rules about
video game-play like those that some of the younger participants who grew up with games in
their home referred to experiencing. Regardless, the fact that in both the survey and the
interviews most parents stated they encourage their children to play games is heartening.
Throughout this study, participants talked about the male figures in their lives who introduced
them to digital game. With more women playing games and many of them becoming parents who
in turn introduce their children to games, in the future we might see more and more stories about
sitting on mom’s lap playing video games as well.

Gamer identity
As the survey responses illustrate, many women have a complicated relationship with
gaming culture. On the one hand, many game developers continually produce and market games
in a way that is alienating to many female players (Fron et al., 2007; Prescott & Bogg, 2011). On
the other, there are attempts (sometimes by the same developers) to woo the coveted “female”
player base with games founded on stereotypical gender assumptions (Chess, 20017; Vanderhoef,
2013). Compounding this is a pervasive culture of misogyny that unfortunately undergirds much
of games production, marketing, conventions, and player interactions – a culture that has existed
nearly as long as games themselves have, but received a forceful nudge of encouragement from
the anti-feminist Gamergate crowd (Ingraham, 2015). Hence, it only seems logical that many
women question their place in gaming culture.
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Participants were asked to extrapolate on the meaning of the “gamer” moniker. Similar to
the survey, most interview participants described common gamer stereotypes, while also
exhibiting an awareness that these are largely inaccurate and, in particular, not representative of
themselves as players:
My definition of gamer has change a lot over the years… It’s funny. Even though I’m a
female gamer, I tend to see that image being a guy sitting down on a couch or, actually,
South Park – Ok, so when you say gamer, I actually see that big buy, that heavy,
overweight guy sitting in a chair, drinking Coke, with bags around him, and he’s just
sitting there 24/7. Gamer. And then I think, “No, wait. But I’m a gamer!” So it’s a weird
thing but I feel like I’m conditioned or I’ve conditioned myself to think of gamers as guys
or as people who are sitting there all the time play. And yet if I think about it a little bit
more, well, heck. I’m a gamer, my mom’s a gamer at 77… Even though I’m a woman, I
don’t see… that’s not the first thing I think of… It’s a terrible thing, but I need to change
my view I think of what girl gamers are or what a gamer is. – Laura, 57, Missoula,
Montana
Typically, if someone says they’re a gamer, I usually don’t hesitate to say, “Oh, me too,
what do you like to play?” As opposed to maybe… say, I dabble in music but I would
never say I’m a musician. Because anybody else who said they were musician, I wouldn’t
be able to play in their world. But for a gamer, I feel like I identify enough with that
community to participate in social dialogue. I was trying to think, are there other labels
that I could have that I don’t adopt? But if someone says, Do you have a PS4? Do you
play? And I would be like, “Yes.” – Sarah, 28, Houston, Texas
I think I said this in my survey response, but I have a… torn relationship with that name.
You think of… I think of “Capital G” gamer. I think of people who spend tons of time
doing that and get mad at you if you’re a noob and like sexist dudes who hate you and, I
dunno, stuff like that. Which I know is not reflective of the actual population of people
who play video games. But I guess the people who are intense about it, that’s the idea I
have in my head. – Olivia, 21, Greensboro, North Carolina

When participants were asked where they thought these stereotypical representations of
gamer identity came from, they cited factors like advertising and hostile player interactions:
It’s gotta be… partially from my dad talking about his guild mates and what they were
like… It was mostly college students who were… angry [laughs]. And I associate it with
what my cousin used to be like when he was younger – irritated, prone to cursing people
out because they weren’t as a good at a game as he was. And he’s not like that anymore
but a combination of my dad’s descriptions of other people and vaguely knowing what
my cousin was like came together to make that image. And then reading about other
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people’s experiences on like InSpeak34 kind of ruined it for me. – Olivia, 21, Greensboro,
North Carolina
So, yeah, I think that’s relates back to, at least for me, I feel like, where are the other
people like me? Where are the other women gamers? And where are the other women
gamers of any age out there? And we only see guys in videos and we only hear about
targeting men for a lot of, especially things like FPSes. And I think to have a voice is
really important. And I don’t see any other place – and maybe that’s why when your
survey came out, I was like, “Here’s my chance!” [laughter] But I think, yeah, you’re on
to something because there is a need to maybe reach out – for each of us – our chance to
say something, our chance to be heard and we don’t seize that opportunity in our
everyday lives. But yeah, you sending that out, I’m so pleased you had such a great,
great, a lot of interest in your study but that is kind of indicative though of people out
there going, “Me! Me!” – Laura, 57, Missoula, Montana
Another important theme that repeatedly surfaced in the interviews was the status of
mobile gaming in gaming culture. As was the case with the survey, many participants felt that,
while “gamer” should include players of all backgrounds and be open to all different types of
games, mobile games were not “real” games. What makes even more interesting, though, is that
when participants were pressed to explain why mobile games do not count as a real game, most of
them struggled to articulate what, specifically, it was that led them to that conclusion:
Anyone who enjoys playing any kind of game on their own or socially… doesn’t matter
the platform. Although I don’t consider phone games to be games… I’m going to have to
say that right now. If you call yourself a gamer and you’re playing on the phone, I’m
gonna slap you… I don’t know. I just don’t consider a mobile app to be a game. It’s like
a distraction. I don’t know what it is… Why don’t I consider a mobile app to be a game?
I just don’t consider playing on a phone to be, like… I don’t know. I just don’t. –
Theresa, 30, Brighton, England
When you say gamer I tend to think of someone who plays on consoles and will play
ages rather than say Candy Crush. But I don’t know why. That sounds a bit pretentious.
That’s the thought that might come into my head. – Clara, 46, Palo Alto, California
Clara was the participant whose 77-year-old mother avidly plays games like Angry Birds on
mobile devices. When I asked if that meant she did not consider a mother a gamer, Clara
reflected:

34
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I think, yes, you know what it wouldn’t be fair not to. She’s does have a Wii. She has a
Wii Fit, and she plays on her Wii. It’s got a nice big controller and she can work it. She
never learned to use an ordinary one... But she would be [a gamer]. She’s doing what’s
available for her age, I think.
Clara’s comment is important because it highlights how age is a determinant of one’s ability to
play certain types of games or use certain devices. The Entertainment Software Association posits
that 13 percent of all players are women 50 years or older35 (ESA, 2017). That means there is a
sizeable chunk of female players who might be inclined to make game-related decisions based on
age-related abilities or needs. Clara’s statement about her mother reveals the kinds of people who
get erased when the term “gamer” is only applied to narrow definitions (constructed around
younger, able-bodied, and typically male) of what we consider “legitimate” gaming.
When participants were asked whether they would apply the gamer label to themselves,
the answers were surprising – not just because some rejected the label on political grounds, as
many in the survey expressed, but because there was a trend among interview participants in
devaluing their own credibility or seriousness as players. The women I talked to reported playing
time-intensive, skill-demanding games and investing significant portions of their leisure time to
playing and researching games to improve their play. Yet, many stated they did not feel they were
“serious enough” to earn the label gamer. Theresa, for instance, reported allocating around 30
hours a week, on average, to playing video games.
I mean, I consider myself a pretty minor gamer… I should really introduce you to some
of the people I play with. Relative to the people I play with, I’m really very minor in the
gaming world. Some of these people play League of Legends; they’re like, “I’m a
Platinum” and I’m like, “What the fuck? Holy…” They’re almost professional level.
Some of the people I play with I barely see but I see them all the time when I log on and
the computer says so-and-so is logged into such-and-such [game] and I’m like, “Does he
ever get off that?”

35
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Other participants had similar comments:
I have 749 games in my Steam library, which doesn't really seem like a casual number,
but at the same time I don't consider myself hardcore because I don't really get into any of
those games in the same way that a hardcore fan of a TV show might, for example. I
guess you could say I dabble a lot? Jack of all trades, master of none. –Celine, 20,
Brisbane, Australia
I don’t feel like I’m involved in the gaming community, I don’t pay attention to any of
the conferences or announcements or review of anything or I’m only vaguely aware of all
the Gamergate stuff, so I guess in that sense I don’t feel like I’m part of it. I feel like if
you’re gonna be part of a community like that, you should pay attention to it even if
you’re not participating in every aspect. I have plenty of friends who will be like, “Oh,
have you heard of this game?” and I just haven’t. Some people have tried many different
games, whereas I usually have the one game I play for a couple years and then switch to
something else. So I dunno… I feel like a lot of other people would call me a gamer but I
don’t always feel that way. – Olivia, 21, Greensboro, North Carolina
I play video games and therefore I am a gamer. But for me, I’m not a very serious gamer.
They’re a hobby for me, but I would still call myself a gamer as descriptor… I really
don’t know where to draw that distinction because, you know, gaming changes as time
changes. When gaming first became a thing, it was all marketed towards guys a lot and
marketed for the intense guy players. But now if you look at statistics, girl gamers are
really rising in number. There’s a lot more girl gamers nowadays so the market has
expanded, the times have changed. So when it comes to the label of gamer I guess my
image of it is kind of back with the older, male marketed era and the label in my brain
just hasn’t shifted over yet. – Catherine, 20, College Station, Texas
When I see videos about gaming, it’s about guys all sitting in those tournaments. I think
of the heavy-duty ones, the people who are making it a profession, as opposed to a
recreational gamer, people who do it as hobby or just for fun. Yeah, I guess that’s my
first impression. Maybe the other reason it’s harder to accept that I am a gamer is that
when I say I’m a gamer to everyone in my age group that I know, they’re like, “Really?
You’re the first person that I’ve met who’s a gamer, of our group.” It amazes people that
I game. And it’s kind of fun to have that reaction but in a way it’s kind of a bummer
because people are like, “Really? You game? I’ve never met someone our age that
games.” And I get all the time. All the time. – Laura, 57, Missoula, Montana
Laura’s comment provides insight into her experiences as both a female player in a maledominated subculture, but also as an older player, making it harder to feel like a member of
gaming culture’s “core” player base. She mused:
I’m probably one of the fringe people. I guess. I’m in the minority being somebody my
age. For the longest time I looked for people my age or people who think like me or just
want to enjoy a game the way I want to enjoy it. And if people I connected with were
always like, “So how old are you?” And if I dared to say how old I was, they were like,
“No way!”
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Barbara, who plays a lot of multiplayer and is a member of a guild in World of Warcraft,
is typically self-conscious about disclosing her age with players. Her hesitation is there despite
the fact that she estimates that most of the players in her guild range between ages 25 and 40,
with most of them being in their late 30s or beyond. World of Warcraft has been online since
2004, so the player base tends to skew a bit older, with many having played since the game’s
launch. Even so, Barbara takes comfort in knowing there is at least one player of a comparable
age to her in her guild: “I know the other tank36 is a grandfather, which makes me feel good
because I’m a grandmother and I don’t necessarily want to say that in a gaming community, you
know?”
While it would be understandingly challenging for older players (especially older female
players) to see themselves as part of the larger gaming community, Barbara also shared a positive
experience as an older player who has attended several BlizzCons – the annual convention
dedicated to the game development company Blizzard’s franchises:
You know, I have to say they have all been, from what I’ve observed, very accepting. I
mean, seriously accepting. It was just really great. There’s this one guy – I don’t know if
you’re familiar with him, because I don’t watch it, but South Park. There’s that whole
World of Warcraft South Park episode with the guy in the basement. There’s this dude
who comes to BlizzCon every year and he dresses – that’s his cosplay. He’s that guy!
And it’s hilarious because he slumps the same way and he’s got the same stuff on. And
its’ great because you can tell this dude’s probably as old or older as I am and no one
says, “Look at that geezer.” Everybody’s just, “Dude, that’s so cool!” So I’ve gotta say,
I’m impressed by the acceptability of the Blizzard group.
Barbara’s positive experiences at gaming conventions suggests there is certainly a space for older
players in the broader community, even if they are not the core demographic that game
developers and marketing departments are targeting. It is also ironic that this older male player
has gained acceptance from the convention community by dressing like a highly ridiculed

“Tanks” are characters designed to withstand heavy damage from opponents. Their primary role is to
absorb enemy fire to shield players with less defensive capability.
36
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stereotype of a gamer. His costume could be a low-key method of signaling that he recognizes he
is not part of gaming culture’s core demographic (the obsessive, young male player), but is “in
the know” of such subcultural in-jokes.

Conclusion
This chapter detailed the findings from 21 in-depth interviews with survey participants.
The interviews provided context for the survey responses and also allowed participants to capture
the complexity and nuances of women’s relationships with digital games and leisure. One
interesting finding that emerged is a more specific understanding of how participants become
affiliated with video games to begin with. The younger participants all developed their interest in
gaming due to the influence of a male family figure – most often, their fathers, but sometimes
their brothers. This is likely the combination of video games having more of a masculine
connotation post-1980s (Lien, 2013) and parents enforcing normative gender assumptions about
video games and appropriate leisure activities onto their children. It is also worth noting that
interview participants seemed to express experiencing specific gratifications while playing with
their fathers (something not as prominent in the surveys). Perhaps in families where fathers may
not share as many leisure interests with their daughters (due to gender norms) video games are a
rare “meeting ground” of leisure, where daughters find opportunities to spend time bonding with
their fathers.
Another key revelation from the interviews was the trend of video game consoles being
kept in the male siblings’ bedrooms. At least some of the participants felt this was a
discouragement tactic on the part of their parents who tended to view video games as more
appropriate for their sons than their daughters. This spurred many of the younger participants to
trespass into their brother’s rooms – and into forbidden leisure territory – as a means of
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circumventing their limited access. Although not discussed at length in this chapter, participants
also mentioned playing video games at a friend’s house as a way of circumventing their parents’
rules about gaming. In an age in which smartphones and tablets are ubiquitous, and (often free-toplay) PC games abound, accessing games despite parental restrictions may be easier than ever for
today’s young girls.
It was also intriguing that older participants, on the other hand, tended to be more
independent about seeking out video games for themselves. With digital games being an entirely
new medium, there were not yet family figures or other role models who could expose them to
video games. This, in addition to the prevalence of arcades and student gaming lounges at
universities, meant that these women were more likely to stumble onto gaming themselves, as
many reported doing. When that was not the case, however, even the older participants referred to
a male – either their husband or their son(s) – as being the impetus for their interest. Interestingly,
sisters were never mentioned as a gaming influence, with most participants reporting their sisters
were largely uninterested in games.
When it comes to which devices participants play games on, PC and console were the
most preferred. Mobile devices were often occasionally mentioned, but almost exclusively by
older players. Reasons for selecting different devices were quite varied and, rather than
conforming to traditional gender assumptions about “what women like,” motivations were often
more practical in nature than anything else. The high cost of consoles and their respective games,
for instance, was a structural constraint for some; PCs on other hand, while also potentially
costly, at least have the benefit of being multi-purpose and are therefore more easily justifiable
purchases. Although participants did not explicitly mention it, smartphones offer the same
affordances, arguably lending to the prevalence of mobile gaming. Some participants did talk
about the ability of mobile gaming to fit into pockets of leisure time they might have throughout
the day, something console or even most PC play cannot compete with. Another factor that was
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raised by a few older participants was accessibility or usability of certain devices. In general,
mobile devices are more user-friendly for those with visual impairments or who do not possess
fine motor skills. In short, there are many different, structurally-imposed, reasons one chooses the
gaming platforms they do.
Genre, too, was often dictated by participant’s social circumstance. Social gratifications
were commonly invoked by participants as reasons for playing games, and certain types of game
specifically. MMOs, which are based around social interaction, were a favorite among nearly all
interview participants. Some participants referred to being too busy to have much of a social life,
so gaming fulfills that need. Many older participants, in particular, spoke of disabilities or health
concerns that limit their ability to get out of the home, making them more reliant on social
gaming experiences. For that reason, it is also not entirely surprising that MMOs were popular
among the retirees in this study. Participants also reported being drawn to games that boast an
immersive story. Several referenced the same game series, known for fantasy-based adventures
that feature well-written female characters. It could be that these games act as an empowerment
narrative for women who feel unrepresented by other mainstream media.
Another major theme from the interviews was participants’ anxieties about online
multiplayer experiences. A majority of the participants stated that do not play online against other
players whom they do not know, and some reported never even attempting online play due to
fears about toxic behavior. For women who do play against strangers, they often refrain from
using the game’s communication features to avoid being harassed by other players on the basis of
their gender. Even the perceived possibility of a negative encounter with other players in an
online space can completely deter female players from multiplayer gaming. This perception
becomes an actual constraint on these women’s participation, in that they are discouraged from
pursuing this specific activity, despite some of them expressing an interest. When discussing
women’s relationships with gaming culture – specifically, their supposed interests and
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motivations – phenomena like that which I just described are critical reminders that these
decisions do not occur in a vacuum. To simply say, “women just don’t like multiplayer games” is
ignoring how intrapersonal constraints – in this case anxieties about harassment or competency –
and structural constraints – chat features that may expose players to toxic behavior – compound
to create obstacles to leisure enjoyment to such a degree that many give up without ever making
the attempt to something new. Moreover, if women are opting out of these spaces, leaving them
to be dominated by male players, this effectively renders female players less visible in a
prominent sector of gaming culture. As Rodino-Colocino, DeCarvalho & Heresco (2017) urge,
our current political climate necessitates that we now, more than ever, challenge male-only spaces
that serve as preservations for patriarchal oppression.
A key theme of this project is understanding women’s relationship with games as part of
their leisure. This involved identifying factors that constrain women’s participation in leisure.
Interview responses mirrored the survey results, in that work was a major constraint. This gets
exacerbated by the “second shift” that many women are pulling in the domestic sphere, taking
care of housework and performing gendered roles (ie: girlfriend, wife). Participants discussed
some of the ways they negotiated their leisure constraints to make time for video games. For
some, this included binge-playing – carving out a segment of time to dedicate to playing video
games – but typically only after certain obligations had been met. There was, among a few
participants, a sense that they were only entitled to play after completing school assignments or
housework. A couple of participants confessed to experiencing guilt when they play video games
because they feel like they have not earned the right to play. This is likely a phenomenon
experienced more heavily among women, in that female leisure is often tied up in notions of
productivity (Chess, 2009).
The participants who are parents saw gaming as a way to negotiate leisure constraints, in
addition to healthy family bonding. Every parent who was interviewed reported allowing their
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children to play video games, often playing with them. This trend of encouragement might be
explained, in part, by the participants’ own relationships with games in their youth. Participants,
both younger and older, reported their parents as having varying degrees of acceptance towards
gaming. Many thought gaming was an unproductive use of time, even if they did not enforce
strict rules about gaming. Among younger participants, those whose parents played video games
at some point (even if they did not when the participants began playing) seemed more likely to
have been allowed to play and to have less strict rules governing their play than their peers whose
parents had no played. Younger participants who had male siblings expressed feeling less
encouraged to play games than their brothers, with a few of them specifically referencing how the
game consoles were kept in their brother’s rooms. Even in families where gaming was allowed,
then, it seems that gender normative assumptions about leisure sometimes dictated the
participants’ access. For many participants, violent games were seen as especially problematic,
with the notorious Grand Theft Auto franchise being invoked by many parents as an example of a
game that strays too far in its themes of social deviance. In general, the participants in this study
did not express interest in these more violent games – although quite a few reported being fans of
the first-person shooter genre. It would have been interesting to hear whether violent games were
regulated the same for both male and female siblings.
Finally, participants expressed having a contentious relationship with the “gamer” label
and gaming culture broadly. Many stated they not would describe themselves as gamers because
they perceive the term as connoting someone who plays games very seriously, even
competitively, and who is both knowledgeable about games as well as highly skilled. This was
shocking given some cases where players are, by my personal understanding of serious players,
quite serious about their video game-play. They reported spending many hours of their weekly
leisure time playing games, amassing large collections of games, and viewing gaming as a
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meaningful experience. Yet, there was also a sense that gaming was not the end-all-be-all for
many participants; they had a balance of other leisure activities and responsibilities.
Most striking, though, was participants’ tendency to be self-deprecating about their level
of commitment and, chiefly, their skill level. They saw gamer as a relative term, drawing
comparisons between themselves and what they perceived as hardcore players – typically male,
with headsets and fancy gaming laptops, always crushing their competitors. What is amusing
about this construction of gamer identity is that is not even representative of the average male
player either. Yet, gamer-as-skilled-male-player is so interwoven into the fabric of gaming culture
that becomes the standard to which women – often absent from depictions of gaming culture –
compare themselves to.
In the next chapter, I discuss the implications of the survey and interview findings and
how it can increase our understanding of female player experiences with digital games and
leisure. We might also draw on this knowledge to cultivate a culture of digital games that is more
amenable to female players. I then discuss limitations of this study and propose how future
research might expand upon the ideas developed in this study.
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Chapter 5
The Endgame for Female Players and Games as Leisure
This dissertation examined trends in women video-game players’ characteristics and
discourse about their video-game experiences, from how they were first introduced to video
games to how they negotiate gendered constraints on their leisure to enjoy their gaming hobby.
After reviewing literature on women’s relationships with technology, gender and leisure
constraints, and women and video games, I described the methods and presented the findings
from the survey and interviews, which highlight trends in women’s relationships with digital
games culture and provide context for how these experiences are shaped by gendered social
factors. This chapter discusses the implications of these findings and proposes how future
research might expand on these ideas.
The survey and interviews conducted for this study demonstrate the importance of
contextualizing women’s decisions digital games as leisure within broader frameworks of gender
norms, age, ability, games production, games marketing, and the general culture of video games.
This study illustrates that what is often presented as girls and women making autonomous choices
about what to play, how to play, and even whether to play based purely on one’s gender identity
are in fact the product of multiple forces compounding to create obstacles that constrain female
choice in matters pertaining to digital games. The findings presented in this study are relevant to
both game studies researchers who analyze players’ relationships with games – their motivations,
preferences, and behaviors – as well game developers and those who market games. It is vital to
understand how and why certain players seem to be inexplicably drawn to particular types of
game experiences. Additionally, this study suggests that many continue to hold narrow views of
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who plays and why, which reinforces the way that gamers and gaming get constructed by the
digital games industry and players.
In response to RQ1 (“What reasons do women provide to explain why they play digital
games?”), we can reasonably conclude that women’s motivations are varied and complex. There
is no definitive reason why women choose to play video games or even certain types of games
based on their gender identity. In fact, many women reported being drawn to games for many of
the reasons that Greenberg et al. (2010) found men reportedly play them. In this study, personal
factors including age and perceptions about self-efficacy and “experience gaps” (Jenson, Fisher,
& De Castell, 2011) were found to be important of determinants in these decisions. Women
reported being drawn to design aspects such as immersive storytelling and characters, puzzles,
and high-quality aesthetics.
RQ 2 asked “How do adult women who play video games describe what video game play
means to them?” Participants expressed having extremely positive emotions regarding videogame play. Many fondly recalled learning to play video games while sitting on their own father’s
lap. For some, gaming provides them with a social outlet – sometimes their only one. Video
games are reportedly a means of bonding, either with one’s significant other, parents, or children.
For parents of children with differing degrees of mental and physical ability, gaming might be a
gateway for socialization and learning. The participants expressed that, for them, video games are
more than just a hobby – they have the ability to transport players to other worlds and
communicate with players from all over this world.
RQ 3 posited “What trends in video game play among adult women are mentioned as
significant to them?” The survey and interviews revealed that certain genres (e.g.
action/adventure, puzzle games) were popular among female participants, with participants
tending to play games most often on PC and mobile phones. In terms of time spent gaming,
survey participants reported spending about 14 hours per week playing games, accounting for
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approximately 45 percent of their weekly leisure time, on average. Yet, most participants also
disclosed that they wish they had more leisure time available for gaming, citing a number of
factors that constrain their leisure time, with family obligations, care-work, and chores (all
heavily gendered activities) being among the most commonly identified constraints. Women also
expressed reservations about participating in online multiplayer gaming, citing fears about toxic
behavior from other players, harassment, and self-perceived “experiential gaps” in their abilities
compared to male players. The theme of gendered gaming spaces – both physical (e.g. brothers’
rooms, retail spaces) and digital (e.g. multiplayer communities) – was persistent across survey
and interview responses.
The survey and interviews provided a great deal of insight into women’s relationships
with leisure and how that in turn impacts their experiences as video game players. In response to
RQ 4 (“Given their responses, how might we categorize and understand constraints and
opportunities that structure women’s video game play?”), it becomes clear that female players
may face obstacles to their participation in video-game culture that uniquely impact them based
on their gender identity. For some, these constraints began in their youth, taking the form of
gender norms and parental gatekeeping. Based on participants’ comments, it would seem as
though access became easier for them in general as they aged and moved out of the house or
attained financial independence. Yet women are constrained well until adulthood, as gendered
leisure constraints such as domestic labor, caretaking, and other responsibilities may mount.
Moreover, women of all ages face constraints in the form of toxic gaming environments that
discourage or negatively impact their participation in online multiplayer games. Therefore,
themes of access, gendered leisure constraints, and gendered gaming spaces may all act as
barriers to women’s full participation in gaming culture.
In response then to RQ4a (“How do women describe their negotiation with the potential
constraints on video game play?”), women in this study articulated a variety of ways that they
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negotiate (and sometimes do not negotiate) constraints on their play. For many, issues of access
to games when they were young were difficult to navigate. Some participants, like Sarah in
Chapter Four, stated she followed her parents’ rules because she did not wish to upset them.
(This, too, might be read as a gender-socialized response to young girls’ behavior). Others,
though, reported “sneaking” gaming into their lives, by trespassing in their older brothers’ rooms
or secretly playing games on the computer while pretending to do homework. For most
participants, their access increased with age, making this constraint less salient as time wore on.
Of course, as many entered adulthood, they cited an increased amount of new responsibilities that
limited their free time. These seemed, in part, to shape the types of games women reported
playing and the devices they played on. For example, smart phone games, with their easy-to-learn
mechanics and short intervals of play, seem designed for a busy woman’s lifestyle (Chess, 2017).
Less negotiable is the toxic culture of many online gaming spaces – so potent that many in both
the survey and interviews mentioned distancing themselves from the “gamer” label. Many
women reported feeling forced out of online gaming spaces due to toxic behavior that made
playing online no longer an enjoyable experience. In some cases, women attempted to navigate
this issue by playing only with people they knew or muting the in-game chat features (with the
latter severely disadvantaging them in terms of game play).
Lastly, RQ5 asks “How do they explain how their relationship with playing games has
changed over the course of their life?” Participants generally expressed that their access to
gaming increased over time: for younger participants, this was due to less parental restrictions,
and for older participants, more gaming technologies appeared on the market and became more
widely accessible. Some participants are now parents themselves, and gaming has become
another way to socialize and bond with their families. Most interesting is how many defined their
relationship with the term “gamer” and gaming culture as shifting over the years, particularly
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post-Gamergate. For many, the term has become so laden with connotations of toxic masculinity,
they wish to disassociate themselves from it.

Implications
This study revealed the powerful role antecedent constraints pose for many female
players. Fears about negative experiences in online multiplayer – particularly gender-based
harassment and threats – were commonly expressed. Some players negotiated these concerns by
opting out of in-game chat features; this of course impacts their potential for enjoyment,
especially if players want to be competitively ranked37. Other players mentioned they refuse to
play in multiplayer game modes altogether, which deprives them of some of gaming’s core
experiences. Game developers should be invested in creating inclusive gaming communities
around their games. Some developers have attempted – with mixed results – to include regulatory
functions in games that punish players who engage in toxic behavior and reward players for being
respectful towards one another. More effort can be made in this area to create less hostile
multiplayer spaces so that women do not self-select out of these types of gaming experiences.
Not only might antecedent constraints discourage female players from engaging in
certain types of game-play, but it may also deter them from seeking career paths in technology
related fields. Self-efficacy has been found to be a strong predictor of women’s intentions to
pursue STEM education (Zeldin & Pajares, 2000). Female players who are apprehensive about
participating in certain spaces of gaming culture, due to their perceived abilities or even fears of
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Many online multiplayer games have a ranking system, in which players earn or lose points for winning
and losing matches. Places scores earn them spots on player leaderboards, which tend to come to certain
rewards for reaching higher tiers of success.
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harassment or threats, might hold similar anxieties regarding their general technical competency
and, as a result, self-select out of STEM career paths (Pajares, 2005).
This study also suggested that parents’ normative gender assumptions about video games
and leisure helped reinforce gaming as a male-centric leisure space. The fact that, for younger
participants in particular, male family members were most commonly responsible for sparking
their interest in games suggests that boys and men tended to have far more access to games than
their female peers. This was made rather clear by the frequent placement of game consoles in the
male child(ren)’s bedroom. Parents’ attitudes were possibly shaped by the masculine-centric
rhetoric of 1990s games advertising as well (Lien, 2013). The good news, however, is that the
increasing female player base might lead to women playing a more instrumental role in future
generations’ interest in games. It will be interesting to see if future studies find such a trend.
With women’s leisure time being more “piece-meal,” as one participant described it, and
leisure time being more susceptible to interruptions than men’s (Monterrubio, 2009), games that
can be played in short spurts or easily paused and resumed when convenient may better suit many
women’s leisure patterns. Games journalist Keza MacDonald wrote a piece several months ago
about Destiny 2, one of the biggest game releases of 2017, was “practically impossible to play”
because she was a new parent. She discussed how multiplayer games like Destiny 2 require long
periods of uninterrupted time, especially during in-game events that occur at specific times of
day. She laments her friends and colleagues have long surpassed her in the game’s main storyline.
She was even denied her request to join a friend’s clan because the friend knew she would unable
to commit fully to the game with a newborn. MacDonald says the Nintendo Switch – the console
built around a tablet that can be docked for traditional play with a television or popped out of the
dock for portable gaming – has become her new favorite platform (MacDonald, 2017). Most
multiplayer games today do not allow players to pause the game, making it difficult for those who
occasionally need to step away from the screen, perhaps to address the needs of a small child.
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Game design needs to account for the life demands – such as childcare – that constrain access to
and enjoyment of gaming.
Many participants’ insistence that they do not qualify as “gamers” tell us a great deal, not
only about how female players see themselves in relation to mainstream gaming culture, but how
mainstream gaming culture views female players as well. Female players have developed criteria
for “serious” video game-play that seems predicated on pre-existing norms about gaming
established decades ago, when gaming was even more squarely rooted in masculinity. Chapter 3
emphasized how women gamers pushed back against the toxic masculinity associated with the
word “gamer,” while Chapter 4 emphasized expressed reservations about their own time
commitment and skill level to be considered true “gamers.” Can women ever see themselves
measuring up to these standards that were built around players who are not as limited by anxieties
about toxic behavior or game design features that do not account for women’s fragmented leisure
patterns?
In some ways, women view themselves as pushed out of hardcore gaming spaces; yet in
other ways, they willfully opt out of these spaces, not wanting to be associated with the more
negative aspects that come with the “hardcore” identity. As the gaming population continues to
diversify and include players who do not ascribe to the conventional “gamer” label, we are long
overdue in rethinking what “being a gamer” means, particularly in a time when casual and mobile
games have been outpacing console sales (Gaudiosi, 2015a). Alexander (2014) suggests it may be
time to disregard the label “gamer” altogether, as many of my participants have done. We could
instead be “people who like to play video games.” The enjoyment of games is, after all, the one
thread that connects all players – from the hardcore, competitive players to the casual, Candy
Crush-loving commuter. It also frees players from the restrictive connotations of “gamer.” I,
however, argue that there may be something worth saving about the gamer moniker. In spite of its
negative connotations, “gamer” also carries many different, sometimes positive, meanings for
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different people. For women, in particular, identifying as a gamer can be an act of resistance in a
culture that often tells them they do not belong. Perhaps, as the gaming community continues to
diversify, and industry trends continue to evolve in ways that are more inclusive to different
styles to play, the gamer identity will also evolve—organically—to become a label that
encapsulates an array of gaming experiences.
Finally, when discussing women’s motivations and preferences for gaming, we must
account for the ways that the players’ ability shapes their access to certain games and platforms.
Much of the apparent preference for casual games or games developed for mobile devices better
lend themselves to players with varying degrees of ability that might preclude them from
partaking in console- or PC-based games. This also magnifies the importance of initiatives that
actively work to ensure games and gaming technology are developed with varying abilities in
mind.38 Age, too, is a determinant of one’s gaming preferences, as hand-eye coordination,
reaction time, and other skill sets change with time, impacting the types of games that can
enjoyed by older players. Yee (2015) found that age could be a strong predictor of gaming
preferences, as much as gender is. I would contend, however, that while age is a significant factor
to consider, gender arguably plays a larger role because of the constraints that women of any age
are more likely to encounter.

Limitations
There are several limitations that impact the generalizability of the findings from this
study. First, participants were heavily recruited from social media. Although business cards were

38

Able Gamers is one charity that develops gaming accessories designed to meet the needs of players with
disabilities. There are others doing similar work. For an idea of some of the accessibility issues in gaming,
you can read this living document curated by a team of scholars, developers, and players that teaches game
designers how to make their games accessible: http://gameaccessibilityguidelines.com/why-and-how.
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handed out to PAXEast convention-goers and flyers were distributed in local businesses and
around campus, recruitment materials spread rapidly through social media networks. This likely
resulted in survey participants’ average age being 30 years old. Additionally, circulating
recruitment materials around social media groups related to gaming is more likely to draw more
dedicated players, in that they sought membership in groups for people who share their interest in
games.
Second, this study did not include any male-identifying participants. In order to truly
understand femininity and its associated meanings, it should ideally be studied in relation to
masculinity, in that the two exist dialectically and therefore each defines the other (Connell,
1995). I attempted to contextualize the experiences of the women in the study within broader
gender relations by drawing on studies that incorporate men and masculinity and by asking
participants about their male siblings’ experiences with games and how it compared to theirs.
While not tenable for this present study, it would be interesting to survey and interview male
players in order to be able to compare data more directly.
Of course, the chosen methods themselves also have potential limitations. The survey
restricted the level of nuance and specificity by which participants could articulate their gender
identities and related gaming experiences. I attempted to mitigate some of this by incorporating
open-ended response items into the survey. Even the decision to use one-on-one interviews has
limitations. Focus groups may have allowed participants to be more in dialogue with each other,
which might have been especially interesting, given many of the shared experiences participants
reported (e.g. harassment, parents’ attitudes).
Finally, I felt very conflicted throughout this project about my inability to account for
intersectional matters. Age and ability were discussed, yet identities pertaining to class, race, and
sexuality were not. The survey contained some basic demographic questions, including household
income and racial identity; however, this were not included in the final analysis. The size of the
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sample made it difficult to adequately analyze all of these intersections within the scope of this
particular project. It is my hope, however, to use this data in future projects where I have the
opportunity to expand on how other identity issues interplay with one another and impact
women’s gaming experiences.

Future Research
Scholars interested in gender-based motivations and preferences in digital games should
continue to explore the various constraints that are imposed on players of different gender
identities. I believe the key to understanding the complexities of how such decisions are made
relies on researchers’ ability to examine the interplay of multiple, sometimes competing
constraints. The majority of research on gaming motivations remains quantitative. While helpful
in demonstrating broad trends, qualitative methods may be key in revealing the complexities that
shape these trends.
Future studies might investigate more closely the strategies that parents with gender
normative beliefs employ to encourage/discourage video game play among their children. The
strategic placement of game consoles in male children’s rooms was one insight that beckons
further examination. The fact that this was a common theme for many participants in this study
suggests this was something deliberately done to exclude them from gaming. It would be
interesting to hear from parents themselves regarding the placement of video game systems,
including ones intended for the whole family. The location of gaming devices may suggest a lot
about parents’ expectations for how gaming fits into the family’s overall leisure. It would also be
interesting to explore cases where fathers were particularly supportive of their daughters’ interests
in gaming or other technology-related leisure activities and whether their daughters adopt more
feminist ideologies.
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Finally, more research that investigates how gaming culture is experienced by players of
color, of varying degrees of ability, different gender identities, and other aspects of identity that
do not conform to the mainstream gamer experience. This study illustrated how factors we might
think are unrelated to one’s decisions about gaming can, in fact, be highly relevant. It is critical to
examine how different players navigate cultural terrain that is not always created with their best
interests in mind so that we can work towards engendering meaningful changes that will make
gaming something everyone can truly enjoy.
I can attest first-hand to the profound effect that video games can have on a person, but I
think the participants in this study articulated the many reasons gaming is important to them and
why female players should not be dismissed as any less credible than any male player. I will
conclude with a comment one interview participant, Amber, made that captures how I think many
in this study feel about games: “One of my favorite shirts I always see says ‘I play games not
because I have no life; it’s because I live many lives.’”
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Appendix B
Survey Questions
(Full survey can be viewed at http://tinyurl.com/h6565b5)
▪

Please indicate your gender [to verify participants are eligible]

▪

Do you only play games on a mobile device (e.g. tablet, smartphone)? [to verify if
participants are eligible]

▪

How old are you? Enter in years (e.g. 18) [for analysis, but also eligibility verification]

▪

Please indicate why you play video games

▪

How much time would you estimate playing games in average week?

▪

What devices do you play video games on?

▪

About how many hours per week do you play games on the following devices?

▪

Which types of games do you play?

▪

Do you play video games cooperatively? (i.e. online multiplayer)

▪

If you play cooperatively, who do you play with? (Check all that apply)

▪

At what age did you begin to play video games? Enter age in years (e.g. 18)

▪

Compared to when you first started playing video games, how often do you play each
type of game?

▪

When you first started playing video games what devices did you play on?

▪

When you first started playing games, who did you play with?

▪

Which of the following devices for playing video games did your family own when you
lived with them as a child?

▪

Do you have any siblings (e.g. brothers, sisters, step-brothers, step-sisters)?

▪

How did you become involved with video games?
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▪

Do any of your siblings play video games?

▪

Do your parents/guardians play games?

▪

Did your parents play games before you did?

▪

Which of the following siblings do you have?

▪

Who was the person you would say is the most responsible for getting you interested in
video games?

▪

How much access do you feel you had to video games while living with your
parents/guardian as a child?

▪

How would you describe your parents' general feelings about you playing video games
while you were living them as a child?

▪

How would you describe your parents' general feelings about you playing video games
now? [Divided into multiple questions]
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Appendix C
Recruitment Card
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Appendix D
Recruitment Flyer
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Appendix E
Interview Recruitment Letter

[Subject: Gaming study interview]

Hello,
You are receiving this email because you recently completed a survey on women’s
experiences with playing video games. At the end of that survey you provided this email address
and indicated that you would be interested in participating in a follow-up interview.
The interview would take approximately 45 minutes to an hour and a half and would
consist of questions about your access to and experiences with video games. The interview would
take place either in person (if applicable) or via Skype.
If you are still willing to participate, please respond to this email with dates and times
you are available. If you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me at
gamingstudy2017@gmail.com.

Best,
Stephanie Orme
PhD Candidate
The Pennsylvania State University
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Appendix F
Interview Questions

Player Motivation / Interests / Play Style
How old are you?
Why do you play video games?
What types of games do you play?
Favorite games? Genres? [Ice breaker: Favorite game right now]
What draws you to those games/genres, etc.?
Do you enjoy playing cooperatively (ie: on a team) or solo?Who do you play with?
Why do you enjoy playing co-op or solo (whichever is applicable)?
How much time would you estimate you spend playing games in a typical week?
What devices do you play on? Which is your favorite to play on and why?

Exposure/Access to Gaming
What is your earliest experience with video games that you can recall?
How did you become involved with games? (If not answered previously, or expanding on prior
question).
Who was the person who got you interested in /exposed you to games?
Do you have siblings (e.g. brother, sister, step-brother, step-sister)? If so, how old are they?
Did/do they play games?
Did/do your parents play games? Did they play games before you started playing?
What devices were around/popular when you first started playing?
Who did you play games with?
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How accessible were games to you as a child? (Elaborate if necessary)
Did you/your family own a console? PC you played games on? Other device?
How did your parents feel about you playing games? (Did they encourage/discourage it? Buy
games/devices for playing for you?)

Human Development and Gaming
How has your relationship with gaming changed over the years?
Do you play less/more?
Do you play on different devices? Do you play different types of games?
How much access to games do you have now? Are there things that constrain your ability to
play?
What did video games mean to you growing up, if you did play them? What do they mean to you
now?

Bigger Questions about Gamers and Gaming Culture
If someone asked you to describe what being a gamer means, how would you go about doing
that?
Based on that definition, do you consider yourself a gamer? (If answer is no, follow up with…)
How do you see yourself fitting within gamer culture?
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