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Introduction
That researching about gender-related issues very often stems from a personal motivation is probably not
very surprising. You just have to count the number of female authors of all the gender-related titles in
my reference list to see how much it counts. Does it follow that I am writing a paper about gender
balance in games because of a personal motivation or frustration with video games? I’m not really sure, to
be quite honest. I will try to write something about my feelings concerning gender-imbalanced designs
and see how far it takes me:
My feminist side is always a bit fluctuating. Usually I don’t bother so much with those things: I’ve never
felt less equal, less capable or less whatever than any other man so why would I worry about it? But then,
quite often, there are these little clues that reminds me again: yes, I’m a woman and yes, that sometimes
puts me at a disadvantage. And sometimes it puts me at an advantage of course.
There are a lot of articles to be found on the internet where the call goes out to female game designers,
because they are supposed to have the magic key to the Fairy Kingdom of Girl Gamers. I think it was
still mostly that side of me that said “I can design games for boys just as well as any man – that means
men should very well be able to design great games for girls as well”. I think maybe that is the foremost
reason why I have chosen this subject. Not because I wanted to shine my all-knowing female superlight
on the issue, but because I am convinced that with a little bit of extra knowledge, the average male game
designer can make fantastic gender balanced games as well!
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Gender balance: why is it important?
For a female interaction designer like me, it seems logical that girls should be able to enjoy video games
as much as any boy. However, is it really that obvious? We aren’t researching how to make dollhouses
and dress-up games more appealing to boys, so why should we be making video games appeal more to
girls? Maybe it’s just not ‘a girl thing’?
There are some very strong arguments that state the advantages of creating Gender Balance in games, or
at least for making games that appeal to women as well as games that appeal to men. Here are some of
the most interesting:
Business:
The most obvious reason for creating games that appeal to
women as well as men is the financial one. Getting women to
enjoy and therefore buy more games is simply an expansion of the
games market. Untill the mid ‘90s of last century however, the
gaming industry seemed quite happy making games targeted
mostly, if not only, to men. The sudden succes of “Barbie Fashion
Designer” in 1996 changed that and made quite an impact in the
gaming industry. This CD-ROM game, specifically made for
girls, sold more than 500.000 copies in the first two months,
outstripping even popular games such as Quake (Beato, 1997).
This might have been the event that made game companies start

The	
  Sims	
  was	
  a	
  huge	
  hit	
  with	
  
a	
  male	
  and	
  female	
  audience	
  

to pay a real interest in designing games for girls. And although the succes of the titles may have varied,
there has certainly been a substantial increase in girl games that hit the market this last decade. A second
big hit came with The Sims in 2000. Within two years, it became the best-selling PC-game of all time
with 6,3 million copies sold (Walker, 2002). According to EA, 70% of The Sims players are girls under
the age of 25 (Waters, 2006).
Today, there is even more compelling evidence that suggest designing games for both genders should be
a no-brainer for the game industry. Online Social Games have changed the gaming landscape. Wether
it’s by lowering the threshold and being freely accessible on the internet, or by actually designing those
factors that make games appeal to women or a combination of both, social games like Farmville have
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conquered the world of online gaming; today, Farmville is played daily by more people than World of
Warcraft (Newheiser, 2009). A survey by PopCap shows more than half of the online social gamers is
female (Information Solutions Group, 2010). This at least should be more than enough proof that
women can indeed be drawn into the world of gaming. That it can also be a very profitable business is
shown by Zynga, creator of Farmville, Mafia Wars and other social games. Justin Smith and Charles
Hudson from Inside Network believe that Zynga’s revenues for 2009 are around $200 million and will
continue to grow to $355 million in 2010 (Eldon, 2009). There is money to be made by designing
games that appeal to women, there can be no doubt about that!
Society:
Besides making money, having more women en girls playing digital games can be a benefit to society as
well. It is already widely accepted that digital games can be used as learning aids in education. Today,
more and more scientists also agree that the benefits of playing games for hand-eye coördination, spatial
and cognitive skills are not to be underestimated (Shawn Green & Bavelier, 2004). Some even suggests
that less playing games is giving girls and women a disadvantage when it comes to careers that require
some of these skills, like surgery or the military.
There is one other issue that is related to playing digital games from an early age: boys’ and girls’ attitude
towards gaming might have a strong relation to their attitude towards computers and technology in
general. The enjoyment of playing games is often a motivation for choosing a career in computer
science, and experience in playing games is even a predictor of succes in computer science classes in
college (Agosto, 2003).
Women are under-represented in all career paths stated above. Although it is difficult to establish a
direct link through research, it is easily imaginable that giving girls a more enjoyable experience with
digital games can improve their general attitude towards technology and increase their motivation for
studying technical professions when they grow up.
Personal:
So far I have stated a couple of reasons why girls in general should play more games and why games in
general should be made more enjoyable for girls. There is also a personal motivation involved for myself,
as a girl, who is already playing and designing games. I have no doubt that other girls like me recognize
the feeling: being a girl in the gaming world or gaming industry, surrounded by men, can be frustrating
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at times. The feeling is very well described by Wittney Butts (The Escapist, 2005), who tells us she is
consistently told she cannot be a girl ánd a gamer at the same time. Every instance of her telling other
‘hardcore’ gamers that she is a girl, results in either disbelief, extremely negative remarks about women,
or in sexual harassment. For me and most girls I know who are active as gamers or game designers, it is a
recognisable feeling, though (lucky for us) not always in the same degree as for Wittney.
Fortunately, in those gaming genres where men and women are (almost) equally represented, this male
gaming culture is already fading. It shows that simply getting more girls ‘in the game’ will improve the
gaming culture and make it more accessible for both sexes!
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Defining the subject matter
What is meant with gender balance?
As stated in the chapter before, it is important that more girls have an
interest and enjoyment in playing digital games. One way to make this
happen is by creating gender balance. But exactly does that mean?

Well, what it certainly does nót mean, is making games for boys on one hand and making games for
girls on the other. That would maybe satisfy business aims, but most games designed specifically for
either boys or girls would not enhance gender equality in society. It would not create a gaming culture
for both men and women together, but rather create two separate gaming cultures, one for men and one
for women. Games would become more stereotype enforcing and the gender rift in the gaming world
would only increase.
This paper, therefore, is not about “making games for girls”. There are a lot of examples of games
designed and marketed specifically and only for girls (John, 2009), and those kind of games are not what
I would like to design. Creating gender balance in games is about making sure there are those assets in a
game that will make it enjoyable for girls as well as boys.
Target group
For the purpose of this paper, I will focus on creating gender balance in games for children of elementary
school age, between the ages of 7 and 12 years old. That means that all game aspects that I am
reviewing, will be discussed from the perspective of what influence they will have on boys and girls, rather
than men and women. If necessary, some research findings might need to be reconsidered in view of this
perspective.
It might be a bit redundant to explain, but this paper will focus more on those game aspects that make it
appealing for girls, rather than aspects that make a game appeal to boys. The first reason for this might
be an obvious one: after stating how much games are still primarily designed for boys and men, it seems
logical to focus a paper on those aspects that wil make a game more appealing to girls. The game
industry in general already knows how to design games for boys! A second reason is simply that the
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project on which this paper is based, had an explicit assignment to make a boy-related topic interesting
for girls. Because this paper is eventually about gender balance and not just girl games, the balancing
between boy and girl aspects will eventually be adressed as well.
Genders or sexes
The use of the word “gender” instead of “sex” in this paper is intentional and has a specific meaning. “Sex”
is also a word that refers to masculinity or femininity, but the distinguishment is based more on the
actual physical difference between boys and girls. “Gender” is a word that is used more often to
distinguish between masculinity or femininity based on culture, those aspects other than purely
biological. There are some theories where specific types of behaviour are related to evolutionary
biological origins. However, because it is so hard to make the actual difference between what’s instinctive
behaviour and what is learned or cultural behaviour, especially in games, all references to gaming
behaviour and preferences are considered gender-related and, partly at least, based on (Western) culture.
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Gender balance in Games the theory
To create gender balance in games, it is important to have an idea of what game features might be
barriers that prevent girls from enjoying a game. Those features are discussed in this chapter. Research
and opinions in the field are investigated and some good and bad examples of features that increase
gender balance will be discussed.
The social factor
First of all, if you want to design a game that is appealing to girls, there needs to be a social element.
That means people to interact with! Competition in games is very common, but also quite definitely a
boy thing and not a girl thing. Other in-game conflicts are also preferably settled by girls in a nonviolent manner (Canada 2009, Adams 2010, Graner Ray 2004). The social factor should therefore, if
possible, be incorporated through co-operational play, not competitive play. The most obvious solution
to that is creating actual social games like Farmville, or create other types of (preferably co-operative)
games (Canada, 2009, p31).
If multiplay isn’t an option, then (convincing!) game
characters might give girls the feeling of social
commitment they desire. NPC’s (Non-Playable
Characters, or game characters) usually need to be more
appealing and credible for girls than for boys. Girls are
more likely to really identify with the lead character or
‘avatar’ in a game than boys, who tend to treat their avatar
more as a puppet through which to control the game
(Adams, 2010, p620). A game that stars a male character
as avatar will therefore be a lot less likely to appeal to girls!
The role and credibility of avatars and other game
characters is very important in games that are genderbalanced.
Nariko,	
  the	
  lead	
  character	
  in	
  
Heavenly	
  Sword	
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Role, attitude and credibility of male and female characters
Some research in the mid- and late nineties showed that female characters in games were very often
portrayed in a submissive, stereotypical position, victimized, or otherwise dependant for their well-being
on the hero, a man (Jansz & Martis, 2007). In later years it became better practise to have strong,
dominant women in games, women who are more independent and in control of their own life. There is,
unfortunately, still a problem with credibility and depth. A stereotypical “strong woman” might be
Nariko of Heavenly Sword: a skilled warrior that daily kills a thousand soldiers and wears very revealing
and sexy clothing doing it. Would a warrior really wear clothing like that? It
seems very impractical! Nariko is a very strong and dominant character of
course, but she still lacks in depth and credibility. I know some boys like to
think reality is like that, but it just isn’t…
On the other side of the gaming spectrum are the “girly girls”. They have
apparently nothing better to do than try out pretty outfits and have only one
goal in life, which is to find the ‘right’ boy (Tracey, 2009). These characters
obviously lack something in depth and credibility as well. I have mentioned
examples of female characters, because girls in general identify themselves
with female characters more easily, but of course there is a necessity for
A	
  character	
  from	
  the	
  
animation	
  series	
  "Bratz"	
  
strong and credible male characters as well.

Narrative & emotional design
Character depth is also important part of a good narrative in a game, something that is expecially
important to girl gamers. Research done by Jennifer Canada (2009, p115, p136) suggests that women
have more appreciation of a good background story of game characters than men. They also feel
correspondingly more ‘connected’ with the characters after finding out more about their background
stories and relations to the lead character.
Sheri Graner Ray (2004) also states that a strong narrative and background story, focusing on emotional
motivations, relates strongly to women and girls. Adams also says that women and girls need more
reasons than winning alone to be motivated (Adams, 2010). Winning the game isn’t a goal in itself, it
needs to have a reason and reward, preferably one where other people gain benefit from the players’
investment. Seeing other peoples need for the girl player to ‘win’ will give the goal of the game
emotional significance.
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Learning and making mistakes
Another feature to take into account when designing games, is the way boys and girls learn in games.
Boys are generally more experimental and like to find out how a game works by just trying things out;
girls and especially women are more cautious and like to know what to expect before pushing any
buttons (Adams, 2010). What follows is that men are more used to making mistakes and losing in
games than women, and don’t mind so much when they lose and have to start over again. Women feel
their mistakes more strongly and take it more personally. To prevent women from being completely
turned off after they’ve made a big mistake, games need to be forgiving with mistakes and need to be
more guiding at the start (Adams, 2010, Graner Ray, 2004, Canada 2009).
I deliberately used the term “women” in the above paragraph, because there is a slight difference between
women and girls in this matter. Girls dó like to experiment, according to Kaye Elling in Adams’
“Fundamentals of Game Design” (Adams, 2010), they just don’t like the feeling of taking risks as much
as boys do. Also, kids in general are more experimental than adults and like to start playing as soon as
possible instead of waiting for explanations. Rather than creating a game that guides the player step-bystep, it seems better to leave room for some low-risk experimentation for boys and girls.
Summary
There are a number of game elements that need to be taken into account when designing genderbalanced games. The most difficult ones are of course those where the interests of boys and girls seem to
be the most contradictory. The challenge in creating a true gender-balanced game, one that should be
enjoyable for both boys and girls, lies in finding the right balance in designing those elements. A small
summary with the elements mentioned is listed below:
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Game elements for boys and girls
Girls

Boys

Multiplay

Co-operation

Competition

Identify with avatar?

Strongly

Not so much

Avatar character

Strong, credible, preferably female

Strong, tough male or sexy
female

Other characters

Believable, with a real connection to
player or avatar

(not enough information)

Narrative

Important! Provides emotional
connection

Nice, but not necessary

Learning style

Risk-free experimentation

Risk-taking experimentation

How to deal with
mistakes

Forgiving with mistakes

Punishing with mistakes

Take note that the elements mentioned in this chapter and especially the table above gives a generalised
view on boy and girl preferences in games. Not all boys like epic battles between good and evil and some
girls like them especially! Although I was critical of the main character in Heavely Sword, I have enjoyed
the game myself, even though I am a woman. Of course these exceptions, or boys and girls that are
different than the generalised picture, only add to the importance of making games that are balanced
between gender preferences!
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Case Study Stoomreizen - creating gender balance in a manly theme
Project Outline
“Stoomreizen” (Steam Travels) is an applied game designed by me and 8 other students under the group
name “The Machinists” at the request of The Railway Museum in Utrecht, The Netherlands. The
Railway Museum is exactly about what you would expect: the Dutch Railway System and trains that
have been used for the Dutch Railways. It is situated at the Maliebaan Station in Utrecht, The
Netherlands.
The Museum itself, being founded more than 80 years ago, is well known
throughout the Dutch population. The museum had renewed it’s building some
years before with a couple of exciting and adventurous new attractions, especially
for kids. Unfortunately, this new part of the Museum was mostly unknown by
the target audience. According to Museum staff, the image most people have of the museum is still that
of simply a large collection of old trains and not very exciting. Our assignment was mainly to think of a
surprising way to open up this new part of the museum to potential visitors, the focus lying mainly on
families, meaning parents or grandparents with (grand)children between 3 and 11 years old.
Gender bias: trains are not just a boy thing!
One of the more specific concerns the Museum staff had was that of a possible existing gender bias.
According to a brand analysis done by Hendrik Beerda (Hendrik Beerda, 2008), The Railway Museum
has a very masculine and tough image in the view of the general public. The Museum was concerned that
this image might prevent mothers to take their daughters there, thinking it will only be fun for boys and
not for girls. We termed this phenomenon ‘gender bias’, because it would be an assumption based on
wrong information.
Our own research in The Railway Museum itself, observing and interviewing families that visited there,
suggested nothing that would support the view that girls won’t have just as much fun as boys in the
museum. An important additional goal was therefore to make sure that our product would have an
appeal on both genders, proving to the world that trains and railways are not just a boy thing!
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“Steam Travels: the discovery of The Railway Museum”
Our final product is a puzzle/simulation game that takes place in the Railway
Museum itself, especially in those parts that are renewed, the so-called “Four
Worlds” (“De Vier Werelden”). The goal is to design your own train and test it
on a journey by trying to keep your passengers and the conductor happy. Some
screenshots will give a general impression of the game:

	
  

	
  

Introduction	
  Animation

	
  World	
  4

Grandpa Willem takes you to the museum

The space through which to acces the other

and shows some attractions to you. Grandpa

worlds. This is designed to look as much as

Willem is also with you throughout the game

possible like the actual Railway Museum.

to advise you on how to play.

The boxes are the Worlds: in the game, it’s
where you can design and test your train.

	
  

	
  

	
  World	
  1

	
  World	
  2	
  

Put together your locomotive by buying

Create passenger comfort by buying and

different steam boilers, cabins, chimneys or

decorating wagons. Improve the luxury and

tender. Increase the speed of your train.

capacity, but be careful you don’t add too
much weight or your train will slow down!

`
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  World	
  3

	
  	
  The	
  Journey	
  

Choose a track and click on the sign to start

Two passengers and a conductor will introduce

your journey! The further you get on the map,

themselves to you: it is your job to keep them

the more difficult your journey will be.

happy! Their happiness or misery will depend on
how well your train performs on the track.

	
  

	
  

	
  

	
  

Stops	
  at	
  the	
  station	
  

Watch	
  out:	
  your	
  passengers	
  are	
  NOT	
  happy!	
  

	
  
The two passengers and the conductor will let

	
  
If they are nót happy with your train, it will

you know how they feel and why during stops

become very clear as well!

at the station.

When you finish a Journey, a total ‘score’ is seen
for each of the two passengers and the conductor.
The happier they are, the more money you get.
After that, you return to World 4 and can
continue improving and testing your train as
	
  

much as you want.

	
  	
  The	
  End	
  of	
  the	
  Journey
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Creating Gender Balance in “Stoomreizen”
So how did we go about designing a gender balanced game about trains? First of all it should be said that
at the time of the project, we didn’t read any of the theories explained in this paper yet. Creating gender
balance was entirely a matter of intuition, discussing other games and testing our prototypes with boys
and girls. Nevertheless it is interesting to compare Stoomreizen to the theories stated in this paper and
see how it holds up. It might also give a good example of what design decisions we had to make, not only
on gender balance, but especially on how to keep something like gender balance in focus, next to all the
other design aspects that are usually a part of the design process.
Multiplay
Originally, the concept for Stoomreizen was that of an online multiplayer game. Every player had to be
able to register to save his or her own designed train and compete with the trains designed by other
players. Halfway through the project, we decided to drop this feature and create a game that required no
registration or login procedure and therefore also no competition. It was mostly a decision that was
driven by time-issues, not being able to implement such a complex feature with all the safety measures it
would require. The thought that “competition is more of a boy-thing anyway”, also helped us make this
decision.
Interestingly, the two people within the group who had the
most objections against dropping the competing part were, in
my view, also the most “boyish” persons. They were also the
ones that were most keen on being able to make really fast
and powerful trains and have a competitive element. To
illustrate, a concept drawing for the original game concept:
this is made by one of the “boyish” boys.

Concept	
  sketch	
  of	
  racing	
  trains	
  

	
  
Avatar	
  
In Stoomreizen, there is no main character that functions as an avatar. We decided to not use one for
two reasons. One: using a lead character or an avatar requires a great deal of special time and attention to
design that character. A bad avatar is worse than none at all: players that have to control a character they
can not relate to are more easily completely turned off a game.
Two: Our game being a kind of puzzle or simulation game, it would not be as logical to have a lead
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character as it would with for example an adventure game or shooter. It
wasn’t clear to us how we could integrate the control over an avatar to
design your own train: wouldn’t it be easier to leave ‘the middle man out’ as
it were? So we did. The lead character we originally thought about using in
the game was a boy, by the way: his name was Rik and Grandpa Willem
was his grandfather. We kept Grandpa Willem, but dumped Rik.
Concept	
  sketch	
  of	
  Rik	
  
and	
  Grandpa	
  Willem	
  

Other Characters
As mentioned, we kept Grandpa Willem as a spokesperson for the museum and as a helping hand in the
game. Grandpa Willem is the first character you encounter in the game, and he is representative for the
family experience in the museum. He even has an emblem of The Railway Museum on his vest! Grandpa
Willem is a kind and wise man and gives great advise, although he can be a bit clumsy at times: at one
point in the introduction animation, he drops his lantern and you have to help him open the door of the
elevator.
The other characters are the passengers and the conductor on the train: these
are probably the most deliberately designed elements concerning gender
balance. Firstly, the gender balance was a specific reason the characters made
an entrance at all: we wanted to show boys and especially girls, that the
Railway isn’t just about trains and technical things: it’s about people! If there
wasn’t a need for the people to use this kind of transport, there wouldn’t be a
railway system at all. Enter the critics:
The	
  stylesheet	
  for	
  
Grandpa	
  Willem	
  

These characters are representative of the three
aspects your train needs to have: comfort, speed
and capacity. We thought it was especially
	
  
	
  	
  	
  Bea	
  the	
  Baroness	
  

important for girls to have these people ‘on board’,
because it shows very directly for whom exactly you
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are designing that train! We wanted girls playing
Stoomreizen to feel they are really taking care of
their passengers and conductor. Also, we thought
that making these characters react emotionally to
	
  
	
  Mister	
  De	
  Haas	
  

	
  

the performance of your train would be a much
stronger incentive to make it work than a high
score!
In general, the characters are not perfect and
sometimes even a bit childish (the Baroness
actually starts to cry if the train gets too full) but
they do feel like they could be real persons and not

	
  

some fantasized ideallistic figure. We also

	
  Corrie	
  the	
  Conductor	
  

eventually chose to make the conductor a female
	
  
as a sort of rolemodel: we wanted a career woman in the game. It would have become a bit too
stereotypical to feature two working men and one high-maintenance luxury woman on the train. We did
hold on to the business man, mister De Haas, he is still male: not so much because business people need
to be male, but because we thought boys would more easily identify with a man on that aspect which is
usually more interesting for boys: speed.
Narrative
The game starts with an introduction animation, in the first place because it shows an immediate link to
The Railway Museum. But another important reason for the narrative is at least some level of immersion
we wanted to create: show the player why he or she is at the museum and why the player is expected to
start putting together trains all of a sudden.
The journey critics also have a big part in letting the player know what they are doing it for: the power to
make those people either happy or miserable is in your hands! We did design the emotional responses of
the journey critics quite consciously, although our theory was that children in general would react more
strongly to this kind of feedback, not just girls.
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Learning and mistakes
Overall, there isn’t really a big punishment for the player if their train doesn’t perform well in the
journey. Even if you make all three journey critics completely mad or sad, you still get a little bit of
money. In terms of absolute punishment then, the game is quite friendly. There is some harshness in the
feedback from the critics, though. Our first tests with paper prototypes featured a Bea the Baroness and
Mister De Haas who got upset a bit more quickly: the kids reacted very directly to those angry faces.
Next to that, there is little to no warning before starting a journey about what to expect. The result is
often, that after choosing a journey, your train appears to be far too small or too slow for that specific
track. If the theories about risk-taking in girls are true, than that part of our game is a bit less girlfriendly than other parts. Hopefully, it won’t be too much – we haven’t got around to testing that
specific part yet.

Femke van Drooge

June 2010

20	
  

Gender Balance: Designing Games for Boys and Girls

	
  

Conclusion Have we succeeded?
Even though ignorant of the common theories concerning gender balanced game design, we seem to
have implemented quite a few ‘girl-friendly’ elements in our game nonetheless. Mostly this could be
attributed to good examples of other games (The Sims and Spore were frequently mentioned within the
group), good discussion, multiple user tests with extra attention for boy/girl differences and a good deal
of common sense. To be really sure if we have done it right, however, some additional user tests with
specific focus on those elements that are mentioned in this paper should probably be done. Another good
method to check our gender balance might be to use the same list I’ve put together for the gender
balance theories. That would look a little like this:

Game elements in “Stoomreizen”
Girls/Boys

In the game

Co-operation / Competition

No multiplay – not applicable

Identify with avatar?

Strongly / Not so much

No avatar – not applicable

Avatar character

Strong, credible, preferably female /
Strong, tough male or sexy female

No avatar – not applicable

Other characters

Believable, with a real connection to
player or avatar / ?

Believable, with player actions
evoking emotional response

Narrative

Important! Provides emotional
connection / Nice but not necessary

Some narrative to provide
context – emotional stimulus
to ‘win’

Learning style

Risk-free experimentation / Risktaking experimentation

Somewhat risk-taking
experimentation

How to deal with
mistakes

Forgiving with mistakes / Punishing
with mistakes

Forgiving with mistakes

Multiplay
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There are two things on this list that stand out:
The first is, that almost half of the gender balance issues that were discussed in this paper were avoided in
the game by not implementing those features at all. By not using a multiplay feature, we avoided the
possible gender imbalance by choosing for co-operative or competitive multiplay. By not using an avatar
we also avoided some issues – the lead character would have had to either be a boy or a girl. Choosing
one over the other might have had some influence on the gender balance.
The second is, that those aspects where we did make a choice were more or less divided between boypreferences and girl-preferences. The only aspect in which I think we did not succeed, was the learning
style and information layer. We had left the implementation of the information layer as one of the last
things to be implemented and the quality has suffered a bit from it. We didn’t realise that this might
have an influence on the gender balance as well! It would really be a shame if this would discourage girls
from playing our game. I’m hoping though, that it will prove to be just a minor disadvantage and that
many girls will be enjoying our game in the future!
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