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Abstract

Video games have emerged as one of the world’s most influential cultural forms, shaping contemporary
understandings of identity, power, and gender. Over the last four decades, the medium has repeatedly
projected women through narrow archetypes such as the damsel in distress, the hypersexualized vixen,
or the decorative sidekick, reinforcing patriarchal structures embedded within wider media culture.
Recent scholarly work, however, indicates a gradual shift in representation through more complex,
emotionally rich, and narratively central female characters. This review synthesizes major academic
research published between 2010 and 2024 to reassess gender stereotyping in video games, examining
how portrayals have evolved across genres, platforms, and industry practices. Drawing on feminist
media theory, ludology, character-design analyses, and empirical player studies, the paper highlights
persistent concerns-sexualization, symbolic annihilation, and limited agency-while also acknowledging
the rise of subversive portrayals that challenge traditional gender norms. The review concludes by
identifying patterns in contemporary game design and outlining pathways toward more equitable and
inclusive representation.
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1. Introduction

The global video game industry has grown into a cultural behemoth, generating more than USD 184
billion in revenue in 2023 (Newzoo, 2023). As interactive media, video games possess unique
persuasive power: they do not merely display narratives but allow players to inhabit roles, embody
identities, and participate in digitally constructed worlds. This interactivity intensifies representational
impact, making gender-based character construction a significant cultural concern.

For decades, mainstream games portrayed male characters as heroic agents of action while relegating
female characters to limited, stereotypical roles. Early scholarship consistently highlighted two dominant
female archetypes: the damsel in distress, epitomized by Princess Peach in Super Mario Bros., and
the hypersexualized warrior, characterized by figures like Lara Croft in Tomb Raider. Dietz’s seminal
1998 study found that only 15% of games featured women as playable protagonists and that 41%
portrayed women as victims or prizes. Similar patterns persisted well into the 2000s, making gender bias
a structurally embedded feature of game design.
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Although technological innovation and narrative sophistication expanded dramatically in the 2010s,
gender stereotyping remained a persistent issue. Downs and Smith (2010) conducted a content analysis
of 60 popular games and found that 80% of female characters were sexualized through revealing
clothing, exaggerated body proportions, or suggestive dialogue. A later study by Lynch, Tompkins, van
Driel & Fritz (2016), analyzing 571 unique female characters, confirmed a long-term trend of
sexualization-though with a gradual decline after 2012. These findings illustrate that while
representation has improved, the medium continues to grapple with deeply rooted design conventions.
The rise of feminist game studies has further contextualized these patterns. Shaw’s Gaming at the
Edge (2014) argues that representation must be understood not only at the surface level of character
design but also within broader systems of marketing, accessibility, and audience targeting. Theoretical
frameworks such as Laura Mulvey’s male gaze, Sandra Bem’s gender schema theory, and Judith
Butler’s performativity have been widely applied to video game analysis, revealing how interactive
media both mirrors and reinforces societal gender expectations.

At the same time, the gaming audience has diversified dramatically. Reports by the Entertainment
Software Association (ESA) show that women comprise 46% of all players in the United States as of
2023, challenging the long-standing assumption that gaming is inherently male-dominated. This
demographic shift has placed renewed pressure on developers to create nuanced, inclusive characters.
Games such as The Last of Us Part II (Naughty Dog, 2020), Horizon Zero Dawn(Guerrilla Games,
2017), Control (Remedy Entertainment, 2019), and Celeste (Matt Makes Games, 2018) feature
multidimensional female protagonists with complex emotional arcs-an undeniable departure from earlier
tropes.

Yet progress remains uneven. Modern games often embrace a duality where strong female leads coexist
alongside heavily sexualized designs in franchises such as Dead or Alive, Bayonetta, and Genshin
Impact. Scholars such as Ruberg & Shaw (2017) argue that this fragmentation reflects broader tensions
within the industry between commercial pressures, male-dominated development teams, and feminist
critiques of design culture.

The intersection of gender and gaming also extends into online behavior. Research by Fox and Tang
(2016) highlights that female players frequently encounter harassment, objectification, and gendered
slurs within multiplayer environments-a phenomenon that influences gameplay choices and platform
participation. Consequently, the digital spaces surrounding games replicate many of the stereotypes,
inequities, and power structures embedded within the games themselves.

From a global standpoint, gender representation in video games influences ideological perception,
consumer identity, and technological culture. The symbolic power of character archetypes shapes how
players understand masculinity, femininity, strength, vulnerability, agency, and desirability. As Williams
et al. (2009) argue, media forms with wide reach-such as video games-play a profound role in
constructing normative gender expectations.

The contemporary review presented in this paper aims to reassess how video games represent women
today, drawing from international academic research and analyzing trends across a fourteen-year span.
By synthesizing findings from content analyses, psychological studies, industry reports, and feminist
theoretical frameworks, this review identifies the major representational patterns that continue to shape
gaming culture in 2024. It also highlights the structural issues-such as limited diversity in development
teams, persistent market assumptions, and historical narrative conventions-that contribute to the
resilience of gender stereotypes.
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2. Literature Review

Academic investigations into gender representation in video games have expanded significantly over the
past two decades, intersecting feminist media studies, cultural theory, and ludology. Early scholarship
primarily critiqued overt sexualization and role stereotyping, while contemporary work incorporates
deeper discussions of embodiment, agency, intersectionality, and audience interpretation. Together,
these studies form a coherent theoretical foundation for evaluating how digital narratives construct and
reproduce gender norms.

2.1 Early Foundational Studies

The foundational scholarly work on video game representation positioned the medium within the
broader tradition of patriarchal visual culture. Teresa Lynch, Jessica Tompkins, and Paul van Driel’s
landmark 2016 content analysis, examining more than five hundred unique female characters,
demonstrated that the overwhelming majority were sexualized through revealing clothing, exaggerated
breast proportions, and eroticized camera angles (Lynch et al., Journal of Communication, 2016). Their
longitudinal comparison revealed a decline in extreme hypersexualization post-2012, but emphasized
that new forms of subtle objectification have emerged, often masked by enhanced narrative complexity.
Earlier, Tracy Dietz’s study (Sex Roles, 1998) established that violence against women and rescue-based
storylines were primary narrative devices in 1990s games. Dietz argued that video games operated as
“gendered social scripts,” legitimizing certain stereotypes while rendering alternative identities nearly
invisible. Subsequent analyses, such as Jansz & Martis (2007), expanded this critique, identifying the
“warrior-seductress paradox” in which female characters are both empowered and simultaneously
sexualized-an ambivalent construction that persists today.

2.2 Gender, Power, and the Male Gaze in Games

Feminist media theorists frequently apply Laura Mulvey’s concept of the male gaze to video games,
where camera placement, character posture, and costume design position female bodies as objects for
heterosexual male consumption. Scholars such as Near (2013) argue that unlike film, video games add
an interactive dimension: players do not merely view sexualized female characters-they control,
manipulate, and navigate them within virtual space. This agency magnifies the impact of sexualization,
reinforcing gender norms both visually and mechanically.

The hypersexualization debate also gained traction through empirical research. Downs & Smith (2010)
quantified how often female characters were presented with exaggerated busts, narrow waists, and
provocative attire, finding the rates far higher than those found in live-action media. Researchers such as
Behm-Morawitz & Mastro (2009) demonstrated that repeated exposure to hypersexualized avatars can
influence players’ real-world beliefs about women’s bodies and roles.

2.3 The Rise of Feminist Game Studies

The 2010s marked the emergence of “feminist game studies” as a distinct academic field. Adrienne
Shaw’s influential monograph Gaming at the Edge (University of Minnesota Press, 2014) shifted the
focus from representation alone to identity, accessibility, and audience experience. Shaw argued that
inclusion is not simply about increasing the number of female characters but rethinking the structural
biases embedded in gaming culture, marketing, and community spaces.

Bonnie Ruberg and Shaw’s edited volume Queer Game Studies (2017) expanded this paradigm by
introducing intersectional frameworks, exploring race, sexuality, and non-binary identities within games.
Their approach emphasizes that representational politics are multifaceted; improvement in gender
depiction does not automatically solve other axes of marginalization.
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Other scholars-such as Kishonna Gray-have examined how digital spaces like Xbox Live reproduce
offline gendered and racial hierarchies. Gray’s Race, Gender & Deviance in Xbox Live (2014)
documents real-time harassment, objectification, and identity policing within multiplayer environments,
challenging the notion that virtual spaces are neutral or liberating.

2.4 Contemporary Shifts: Agency, Narrative Depth & Complexity

Recent studies highlight an encouraging trend: the emergence of female protagonists who embody
narrative depth, emotional complexity, and agency beyond earlier stereotypes. Characters like Aloy
(Horizon Zero Dawn), Ellie (The Last of Us Part 1), Max Caulfield (Life Is Strange), and Jesse Faden
(Control) have been widely praised for escaping reductive tropes. Shaw & Ruberg (2020) note that these
protagonists represent a shift from “spectacle to subject,” where women are written as fully realized
individuals with motivations, traumas, and moral ambiguities.

However, scholars caution that this progress is uneven. Martins & Behm-Morawitz (2019) emphasize
that strong female leads often coexist with persistent side characters who remain sexualized or
underdeveloped. This creates a layered representational landscape where progress is present, but
hegemonic norms still exert influence.

2.5 Representation Beyond the Screen: The Player Experience

Research also increasingly examines how players-not just characters-experience gender in games. Fox &
Tang (2014; 2016) conducted widely cited studies revealing high levels of harassment and gendered
hostility directed at women in online multiplayer settings. Their findings show that:

o Female players receive three times more hostile messages than male players.

o Women often avoid voice chat or adopt gender-neutral usernames for safety.

e Gender-based harassment discourages participation in competitive modes.

These social dynamics shape how women engage with games and how they perceive the industry,
underscoring that representation cannot be limited to on-screen characters alone.

2.6 Global and Market Perspectives

Industry reports reflect significant demographic change. According to the Entertainment Software
Association (ESA) 2023 report, women now constitute 46% of all U.S. gamers. Similarly, Statista’s
2023 global survey indicates that women represent ~45% of mobile gamers and nearly 40% of
PC/console gamers globally. This shift has incentivized studios to diversify narratives and character
templates to appeal to a wider audience.

Yet the development pipeline remains male-dominated. A 2021 IGDA (International Game Developers
Association) Developer Satisfaction Survey found that only 24% of developers identify as women, and
less than 3% identify as non-binary. This gender imbalance in creative leadership correlates strongly
with representational biases in final products, reinforcing the argument that meaningful change requires
structural transformation rather than surface-level character revisions.

3. Historical Evolution of Female Representation in Video Games

The portrayal of women in video games has undergone a complex, multi-stage evolution shaped by
technological progress, market demands, and social attitudes.

3.1 Phase 1: The Damsel Era (1980-1995)

Early video games drew heavily from mythic and fairy-tale structures, resulting in female characters
who functioned almost exclusively as objectives rather than participants. Princess Peach (Super Mario
Bros., 1985), Princess Zelda (1986), and Daphne (Dragon’s Lair, 1983) exemplified the damsel
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archetype. Their lack of agency aligned with gender norms of the era and reinforced narratives in which
male heroism is defined through female rescue.

3.2 Phase 2: Hypersexualized Empowerment (1996-2008)

The mid-1990s marked the rise of polygonal graphics and 3D character design, introducing the era of
the sexualized warrior. Lara Croft (Tomb Raider, 1996) became the industry’s most recognizable
female icon-praised for athleticism yet criticized for exaggerated body proportions. Jansz & Martis
(2007) note that female characters in this era embodied “contradictory empowerment,” simultaneously
strong and objectified.

3.3 Phase 3: Diversification & Narrative Depth (2009-2016)

Game developers began incorporating more nuanced female leads, often driven by indie studios and
narrative-focused genres. Titles such as Mirror’s Edge (2008), The Walking Dead (2012), Life Is
Strange (2015), and Gone Home (2013) expanded the emotional and narrative palette of female
protagonists beyond combat and sexuality.

3.4 Phase 4: Agency, Realism, and Thematic Complexity (2017—Present)

Modern games display a significant shift toward psychologically layered portrayals. Characters like
Aloy, Abby, Ellie, Jesse Faden, and Samus Aran (reinterpreted in Metroid Dread, 2021) challenge
gender norms through autonomy, vulnerability, leadership, and moral ambiguity. Studies by Zorrilla &
Garcia (2022) argue that this era reflects a movement toward “representational realism,” where gender is
depicted through narrative nuance rather than symbolic roles.

4. Contemporary Case Studies: Shifts in Female Representation

Examining landmark games from the last decade reveals clear shifts in how women are constructed as

narrative subjects, playable agents, and symbolic figures. These case studies illustrate the spectrum of

contemporary portrayals-ranging from progressive and subversive to persistently stereotypical.

4.1 The Last of Us Part 11 (2020): Embodiment, Agency, and Subversion

Naughty Dog’s The Last of Us Part Il is widely cited in scholarly literature for its groundbreaking

depiction of female protagonists (see: Garcia-Martinez, Games and Culture, 2021). With Ellie and Abby

as dual leads, the game challenges conventions in three ways:

1. Emotional Complexity: Ellie’s trauma, grief, and moral ambiguity are explored with unprecedented
psychological depth.

2. Physical Realism: Abby’s muscular build counters the long-standing expectation that female char-
acters must adhere to sexualized proportions.

3. Narrative Centrality: Both women drive the story entirely-neither is framed as a sidekick, love in-
terest, or victim.

Research by Zorrilla-Santos (2022) argues that Abby represents a radical departure from the “idealized

feminine body” dominant in gaming for decades. The polarized fan reactions documented in online

ethnographies (e.g., Massanari, 2021) reveal how deeply entrenched gender norms remain among

segments of the gaming community.

4.2 Horizon Zero Dawn (2017) & Horizon Forbidden West (2022): Competence Without

Hypersexualization

Guerrilla Games’ Aloy is regularly cited as one of the most effectively written modern female

protagonists (Schneider, Feminist Media Studies, 2020). Aloy’s characterization stands out because:

o She is designed with practical clothing, realistic body proportions, and visibly functional gear.
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e Her motivations stem from identity, curiosity, and responsibility-not romance or male validation.

o She is positioned as a tech-savvy huntress navigating a post-apocalyptic world shaped by artificial
intelligence and tribal politics.

Scholars highlight Aloy as an example of “non-sexualized competence,” showing that commercial

success does not require the visual exaggeration historically used to market female characters.

4.3 Control (2019): Power as a Feminine Narrative

Remedy Entertainment’s Control introduces Jesse Faden, a female protagonist whose strength is rooted

not in combat sexuality but in narrative authority and symbolic power. Jesse:

e Occupies a leadership role as Director of the Federal Bureau of Control.

o Navigates metaphysical and psychological challenges.

o Exhibits agency through decision-making rather than physical allure.

As per Shaw & Ruberg (2020), Jesse represents “bureaucratic femininity,” a counter-narrative to the

aestheticized female combatant trope typically seen in action games.

4.4 Life Is Strange Series (2015-2022): Expanding Emotional and Relational Storytelling

The Life Is Strange franchise by Dontnod and Deck Nine has been widely praised for its portrayal of

young women navigating identity, trauma, sexuality, and moral dilemmas. Max Caulfield (2015) and

Alex Chen (2021) illustrate:

e Emotional vulnerability as a strength

o Complex friendships and queer representation

e Agency through choices rather than violence

Scholars like Ruberg (2019) argue that Life Is Strange demonstrates how feminine-coded narratives can

disrupt both ludic and narrative norms that often equate agency with physical dominance.

4.5 Persistent Counterexamples: Sexualization Remains Entangled in Design

While progressive portrayals have increased, hypersexualized archetypes remain commercially potent.

Examples include:

o Dead or Alive series - long critiqued for exaggerated female anatomy and sexualized animations.

e Bayonetta - whose provocative aesthetics and erotic frame have generated extensive feminist debate.

e Gacha-based mobile titles (e.g., Genshin Impact) - where female characters often embody stylized,
beauty-idealized designs meant to appeal to broad male audiences.

Lynch et al. (2016) emphasize that, despite improvement, sexualization is still disproportionately applied

to women compared to men across genres.

5. Analysis of Modern Representational Trends

The contemporary gaming landscape reveals a complex blend of innovation, progress, and regression.

Several recurring trends shape how female characters are constructed today.

5.1 Trend 1: From Object to Subject - But Not Universally

There is a clear increase in games where women are:

o Narrative drivers rather than plot devices

o Emotionally layered protagonists rather than static symbols

e Agents of autonomy rather than extensions of male characters

However, as Williams et al. (2021) note, this shift is far more visible in AAA narrative-driven titles and

indie story-games than in mainstream combat franchises or male-targeted mobile games.

5.2 Trend 2: Sexualization Declining, Symbolic Marginalization Persisting

Hypersexualized proportions are less common now, but two subtler problems persist:
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1. Symbolic Annihilation - Women are still underrepresented numerically in major titles

o Only 23% of major game protagonists from 2015-2022 were female (Polygon Industry Census,
2023).

2. Narrative Tokenism - Female characters exist, but not in roles that deeply alter the narrative world
or power structure.

Scholars such as Shaw (2014) argue that visibility alone does not equal meaningful representation.

5.3 Trend 3: The Rise of “Strong Female Leads” - and Their Pitfalls

The industry has embraced the trope of the “strong female protagonist” (SFP), often characterized by:

e Competence

e Stoicism

o Combat ability

While this appears progressive, Melrose & McDaniel (2020) argue that SFPs can ironically reinforce

masculine-coded ideals if not accompanied by emotional depth and narrative agency. Characters who

exhibit vulnerability or complexity are sometimes criticized by audiences conditioned to see “strength”

as synonymous with aggression.

5.4 Trend 4: Indie Games Driving Feminist Innovation

Indie titles frequently push representational boundaries because:

e They are not constrained by large publisher marketing assumptions.

o Developers often include more women, queer creators, and diverse teams.

o Narratives prioritize emotion, identity, relationships, and introspection.

Examples include:

e (eleste - addressing mental health and self-acceptance

e Night in the Woods - exploring class, gender, and existential anxiety

e Oxenfree - featuring a grounded, non-sexualized female lead

These games broaden the representational landscape and challenge industry norms.

5.5 Trend 5: Community and Online Culture Reinforce Gender Norms

Representation does not exist solely in the game world; it is deeply shaped by community interaction.

Studies by Fox & Tang (2014, 2016) document persistent gendered harassment in online multiplayer

spaces. Key findings include:

o Female players often silence themselves to avoid abuse.

e Gender-based hostility impacts willingness to participate in competitive gaming.

o Toxicity becomes a “secondary arena” where stereotypes are policed and reinforced.

Thus, even when on-screen portrayals progress, the surrounding culture may not reflect this evolution.

5.6 Trend 6: Increasing Push Toward Diversity in Development Teams

IGDA’s 2021 Developer Satisfaction Survey highlights a growing number of studios integrating

diversity and inclusion frameworks. Research by O’Donnell (2014) shows a direct correlation between

team diversity and representational diversity. Increasing female leadership in narrative, art direction, and

design tends to produce:

e More nuanced character arcs

o Less stereotypical design

e QGreater range in body types, personalities, and cultural backgrounds

However, women still make up less than 25% of the global game development workforce, limiting

systemic change.
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6. Psychological and Sociocultural Impact of Female Representation

Representation in video games extends far beyond aesthetics or surface-level character design. Because

games are interactive, players repeatedly enact roles and behaviors, which intensifies the psychological

implications of gender depictions. Research across psychology, media studies, and communication
science reveals consistent patterns regarding how portrayals influence perception, self-concept, and
social attitudes.

6.1 Objectification, Self-Objectification & Body Image

Multiple empirical studies demonstrate that hypersexualized portrayals lead to increased objectification

and self-objectification among players-particularly women.

o Behm-Morawitz & Mastro (2009) found that exposure to sexualized female avatars increased self-
objectification and body dissatisfaction among female players.

o Fox, Ralston, Cooper & Jones (2015) showed that players controlling sexualized avatars internal-
ized objectifying attitudes more strongly than those playing non-sexualized avatars.

e Vandenbosch et al. (2018) demonstrated that repeated exposure to sexualized female characters can
normalize unrealistic body standards among adolescents.

These studies collectively argue that when female characters are designed around erotic appeal-revealing

clothing, exaggerated bodies-it reinforces the idea that women’s value lies in appearance rather than

competence.

Male players are affected as well: research by Jansz & Martis (2007) and Bégue et al. (2019) indicates

that sexualized depictions can subtly influence men’s attitudes toward women, increasing acceptance of

sexist beliefs and benevolent sexism.

6.2 Gender Schema Internalization

Gender schemas-cognitive structures about what men and women “should be”-are shaped heavily by

media. Video games, through interactivity, amplify this process.

According to Bem’s Gender Schema Theory (1981), children and adults absorb repeated patterns of

gender portrayal, integrating them into internal beliefs. Games reinforce such schemas because:

o Players rehearse gendered actions repeatedly (e.g., rescuing women, dominating enemies).

e Gameplay rewards reinforce those behaviors (e.g., progression, points, narrative rewards).

o The medium’s interactivity creates a sense of embodiment, enhancing learning effects.

Studies by Ward & Harrison (2005) and Martins et al. (2009) show that media with stereotypical

gender depictions strengthens gender-conforming attitudes among adolescents-a trend even more

pronounced in interactive media.

6.3 Harassment and Gender-Based Aggression in Online Spaces

Digital environments often replicate offline patriarchal structures. Extensive research reveals

disproportionately high levels of harassment aimed at women in multiplayer settings.

e Fox & Tang (2014; 2016) found that gender-based verbal aggression is pervasive, including slurs,
threats, and sexual comments. Their participants reported altering their gameplay behavior-avoiding
voice chat, playing support roles, or using gender-neutral usernames-to avoid harassment.

e Gray (2014) observed that harassment disproportionately targets women of color, indicating the in-
tersection of race and gender discrimination.

This digital hostility serves as a gatekeeping mechanism, discouraging female participation and

reinforcing the stereotype that gaming is a masculine domain.
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6.4 Impact on Player Identity and Agency

Scholars such as Shaw (2014) argue that identity engagement in games is deeply shaped by
representation. When players encounter characters that resemble or validate their own identities, they
experience greater engagement, emotional resonance, and empowerment.

Conversely, underrepresentation or stereotypical portrayals can:

e Limit identification

e Reduce emotional investment

o Reinforce real-world marginalization

This aligns with Identity Threat Theory (Steele, 1997), which posits that individuals avoid contexts
where their identity is undervalued or misrepresented.

7. Structural Issues in Game Development & Industry Culture

Game representation does not occur in isolation; it is the outcome of a complex ecosystem shaped by

industry hiring patterns, creative leadership, marketing assumptions, and production workflows.

7.1 Gender Imbalance in Development Teams

The global game workforce remains predominantly male. According to the IGDA Developer

Satisfaction Survey (2021):

e 74% of game developers identify as men

e 24% identify as women

o Less than 3% identify as non-binary or gender-nonconforming

This demographic imbalance influences creative decisions, narrative priorities, and visual aesthetics.

Research by O’Donnell (2014) in Developer’s Dilemma reveals how “bro culture” within studios leads

to:

o Informal networks that exclude women

e Design decisions aligned with assumed male preferences

e Marginalization of diverse creative voices

A lack of female leadership, particularly in narrative and art direction, contributes to homogenous

portrayals even when studios claim commitment to diversity.

7.2 Market Myths: “Games Are for Men”

Historically, marketing departments reinforced the belief that gaming’s core demographic consists of

young heterosexual men. Studies such as Williams et al. (2009) show that marketing strategies-not

actual player demographics-constructed the perception of a male-dominated space.

Modern data contradicts this:

e ESA (2023) reports 46% of U.S. gamers are women.

o Statista (2023) finds women represent 45—49% of mobile gamers globally.

e Nielsen (2022) reports that women play notably across genres, including RPGs, strategy games, and
story-driven adventures.

Despite this, many studios continue to produce sexualized designs reflecting outdated assumptions rather

than actual consumer preference.

7.3 The AAA Studio Pipeline and Risk Aversion

AAA studios operate under massive budgets, often exceeding USD 100 million per title. This high-risk

environment encourages studios to rely on familiar formulas, which include traditional gender tropes.
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Scholars such as Paul (2018) highlight the “risk-averse creative economy” of big-budget game

development, where:

e Innovation is minimized to avoid alienating presumed audiences

o Female protagonists are seen as “financial risks” (though data contradicts this)

o Sexualization is used as a “safe” marketing tactic for visibility

This conservatism restricts the emergence of diverse female characters in mainstream titles.

7.4 Indie Studios as Agents of Change

In contrast, indie studios-often with smaller teams and more diverse creative leadership-serve as

incubators of representational innovation.

Examples of transformative indie portrayals include:

e Celeste - exploring mental health, identity, and self-acceptance

e Night in the Woods - centering working-class female experience

e Journey and Abzii - offering gender-neutral or ambiguous avatars

e Gone Home - focusing on queer female narratives

Research by Harper (2014) and Ruberg (2019) notes that indie studios are frequently more receptive to

feminist design principles due to:

e Creative autonomy

e LGBTQ+ and women-led teams

o Emphasis on emotional storytelling rather than power fantasies

Indie influences have begun permeating mainstream design, pressuring AAA studios to broaden their

representational scope.

7.5 Localization and Cultural Context

Representation varies across regions, influenced by cultural norms and regulatory frameworks.

o Japanese studios often employ stylized, “kawaii” or hyper-feminine aesthetics (Schules, 2019), con-
tributing to character types popular in JRPGs and gacha games.

o Western studios increasingly adopt realism and narrative depth as design priorities.

o Chinese mobile games reflect local beauty standards, influencing character silhouettes and costume
designs.

Scholars warn against homogenizing representation globally; instead, it must be examined within

cultural context and production pipelines.

8. Systemic Patterns: What Has Changed & What Has Not

The cumulative evidence reveals several systemic patterns in female representation:
8.1 What Has Improved

e Increase in number of female protagonists

e Greater emotional and narrative complexity

e Decline in extreme hypersexualization

e Broader genre participation (from RPGs to shooters)

e Growing presence of LGBTQ+ female characters

8.2 What Persists

o Underrepresentation in AAA titles

o Continued oversexualization in certain franchises

o Stereotyping through behavioral traits (e.g., “angry woman,” “cold leader”)
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e Resistance from segments of gaming communities

o Toxicity and harassment in online spaces

8.3 What Emerges as New Concerns

“Strong female lead” trope flattening nuance

Algorithmic character design in mobile games reinforcing beauty norms

Marketing segmentation reinforcing gender binaries
Cultural exportation of stereotypes through global game franchises

9. Critical Discussion

The evolution of female representation in video games reflects broader cultural tensions between market

forces, feminist critique, technological progress, and shifting demographics. While notable

improvements have emerged over the last decade, they exist alongside persistent challenges that reveal

the structural complexities of the industry.

9.1 The Paradox of Progress

Although the number and visibility of female protagonists have increased, progress is often fragmented.

As Martins & Behm-Morawitz (2019) argue, contemporary games can simultaneously offer richly

written female leads and peripheral characters who remain sexualized, ornamental, or narratively

irrelevant. This simultaneous coexistence of progressive and regressive depictions reflects what Shaw

(2014) calls the “paradox of digital inclusion”-where surface-level improvements coexist with deeper

structural biases.

This paradox becomes most visible in mainstream franchises. Titles such as The Last of Us Part

Il or Horizon Zero Dawnexemplify the industry’s ability to create nuanced portrayals. Yet other major

releases continue to rely on outdated tropes, indicating that representational shifts are not fully

normalized but rather contingent on specific creative teams, studio cultures, or marketing decisions.

9.2 Ludonarrative Dissonance in Gender Portrayal

Scholars like Sicart (2011) highlight the concept of ludonarrative dissonance-where gameplay

mechanics contradict narrative intentions. This often appears in gender portrayals:

o A female protagonist may be written as emotionally grounded or pragmatic, yet gameplay may force
her into hyper-violent roles traditionally coded as masculine.

e Clothing and animations may still retain subtle sexualization even when the narrative disavows it.

e Character dialogue may emphasize vulnerability or intelligence, while gameplay rewards aggression
or dominance.

This dissonance reveals how gender bias can remain embedded in gameplay systems even when writers

attempt to subvert narrative stereotypes.

9.3 Intersectionality Still Largely Missing

Feminist game studies emphasize that gender cannot be separated from race, sexuality, disability, or

class. Yet major AAA titles continue to underrepresent women from marginalized groups.

Research by Gray (2014) and Everett & Watkins (2008) shows that:

e  Women of color are significantly underrepresented.

o When present, they often embody stereotypes about aggression or hypersexualization.

e Queer female characters remain a growing but still marginalized category, primarily represented in
indie games or narrative adventures.
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The 2021 IGDA survey also reports that women of color remain significantly underrepresented in

development roles, reinforcing the cycle of limited on-screen diversity.

9.4 Community Reception: Backlash & Ideological Policing

Representation cannot be understood without examining community response. New portrayals often

provoke backlash rooted in entrenched ideological norms.

o The online harassment targeted at The Last of Us Part Il voice actors (Laura Bailey and Ashley
Johnson) reveals how female strength and muscularity disrupt certain players’ expectations.

e Research by Salter & Blodgett (2017) documents coordinated harassment campaigns against femi-
nist critics such as Anita Sarkeesian, showing how representation debates often escalate into ideolog-
ical conflicts.

These reactions shape developer behavior, sometimes discouraging studios from pursuing progressive

designs due to fears of controversy or review bombing.

9.5 Economic Implications of Representation

Contrary to the belief that female-led games are less profitable, real-world data contradicts the “market

risk” myth.

e Horizon Zero Dawn sold over 20 million copies (Sony, 2022).

e Tomb Raider (2013 reboot) sold over 14 million copies.

e The Last of Us Part II crossed 10 million in sales despite controversy.

A 2020 Nielsen Q3 Gaming Report found that representation positively correlates with brand affinity

among diverse audiences. These findings undermine assumptions that only male-targeted designs are

commercially viable, indicating that gender-inclusive design aligns with both ethical and economic
goals.

10. Future Directions: Toward Inclusive & Nuanced Gender Representation

Based on the reviewed literature, industry studies, and emerging research trajectories, several forward-
looking pathways can strengthen gender representation in video games.

10.1 Emphasizing Narrative Diversity Over Tokenism

Representation cannot merely involve placing a female character in a lead role. Meaningful change
requires:

e Complex motivations

e Moral ambiguity

e Emotional depth

o Distinct personality arcs beyond traditional tropes

Games such as Life is Strange, Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice, and Firewatch illustrate how emotional,
psychological, and relational narratives can redefine femininity in interactive spaces.

10.2 Embodied Representation & Realistic Character Design

Research by Lynch et al. (2016) and Zorrilla-Santos (2022) highlights the impact of realistic body
types and functional clothing. Future representations can grow through:

e Varied body shapes

e Practical costuming aligned with the narrative world

e Attention to non-sexualized animation

e Avoidance of “default male gaze” camera angles
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Games like Control and Returnal demonstrate how embodiment can be powerful without relying on
erotic appeal.

10.3 Inclusivity in Game Development Teams

Representation begins behind the screen. Increasing female leadership in design, narrative writing, art
direction, and creative hierarchies has direct influence on on-screen outcomes (O’Donnell, 2014).
Strategies include:

e Diverse hiring pipelines

e Anti-harassment policies

e Inclusive design practices

o Equitable pay and promotion structures

Studios like Dontnod, Supergiant, and Insomniac have publicized diversity policies that correlate with
more varied character design.

10.4 Addressing Toxicity & Gender-Based Harassment in Online Spaces

Given empirical evidence of disproportionate harassment toward women, game studios must invest in:

e Al-supported moderation (e.g., Microsoft’s Project Artemis)

e Clear conduct guidelines

e Community management teams trained in gender-sensitive issues

e Optional anonymous modes for voice chat

o Harsher penalties for repeat offenders

Without addressing online hostility, progress in representation will remain incomplete.

10.5 Rethinking Mechanics, Not Just Aesthetics

A key frontier in feminist game design is integrating gender-aware mechanics. Scholars such
as Flanagan & Nissenbaum (2014) propose Values at Play, a framework for embedding ethical and
representational values directly into game mechanics.

This could include:

o Systems rewarding empathy, collaboration, or diplomacy

e Mechanics that challenge traditional power fantasies

e Narrative structures enabling multiple identities and playstyles

e Avoiding mechanics that implicitly reinforce stereotypes (e.g., rescuing passive female characters)
10.6 Expanding Global Perspectives

Western scholarship dominates gender studies in games, but non-Western traditions-especially in East
Asia, South Asia, and Latin America-require further exploration.

Future research can investigate:

e How local myths, beauty norms, and gender expectations influence character design

o Differences between Japanese kawaii aesthetics and Western realism

e Cultural variations in player interpretations of gender roles

e Representation in emerging gaming industries (India, Brazil, Southeast Asia)

Such comparative studies can enrich global understanding of gendered media.

11. Conclusion

Over four decades, video games have evolved from small-scale arcade experiences into complex digital
worlds with vast cultural influence. This review demonstrates that female representation has undergone
substantial transformation-from dependent damsels and hypersexualized warriors to emotionally
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nuanced, narratively central protagonists. Yet the progress is inconsistent, shaped by entrenched industry

norms, gendered assumptions, and community resistance.

Academic research reveals three persistent truths:

1. Representation matters - It shapes perception, identity formation, and player engagement.

2. Structural inequality persists - Male-dominated development pipelines and market myths continue
to restrict diversity.

3. Change is possible and profitable - Games that prioritize complex female characters achieve criti-
cal and commercial success.

The future of gender representation in gaming lies in nuanced portrayals that embrace diversity,

challenge stereotypes, and acknowledge intersectional identities. As the industry continues to grow, the

way it represents women will not only shape digital worlds but also influence how societies imagine

femininity, power, and agency in the real world.
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