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Gender in Play – large-scale 
content analysis about the 
character representation 
and diversity in Finnish 
games

Following the publishing of the litera-
ture review about character represen-
tation and diversity in games, the next 
step in the analysis phase of the Gender 
in Play – Representations of Gender in 
Games project consisted of a large-scale 
analysis of character representation in 
the Finnish game industry.

Setting the base: examined 
content and analysis guidelines
The base of the analysis were games 
made by Finnish developers, released 
from 2018 to 2020. This list of around 
240 games in total has been provided 
by Neogames. Considering the large 
sample and the short timeframe avail-
able for the analysis, the first step need-
ed to be taken was deciding on the 
selection (i.e. exclusion) criteria which 
would make the workload realistic, on 
the one hand, and bear fruitful results 
in line with our project aims, on the oth-
er. Thus, when taking into account the 
large number of games featuring ex-
clusively animal or abstract characters, 
the decision was made to only examine 
games with human characters, or those 
humanlike enough, with the presump-
tion that those will bring out valuable 
results considering aspects of gender 
representation and gender-based vio-
lence in games. “Humanlike enough” 
refers to when despite not being hu-

man, the characters expressed decid-
edly human behaviors and performed 
human actions, such as going to work 
and having relationships. One example 
of such characters can be found in the 
game STONE, with its protagonist be-
ing a “hungover koala detective [who] 
wakes to find his lover Alex has been 
kidnapped.” (STONE on Steam, May 8, 
2021) Additional to the games with no 
human or humanlike characters, edu-
cational, virtual reality and iWall games 
as well as   games based on intellectual 
property were excluded from the anal-
ysis. Limiting the number of games to 
one per company per year, our final 
sample size was reduced to the total 
number of 117 games.

With that still being quite a large sam-
ple, the following strategies were agreed 
upon: 1) the focus will be put solely on 
the controllable characters and 2) the 
games won’t be played. Instead, the in-
formation was gathered from sources 
such as the marketing materials pro-
vided by the developers/publishers and, 
when available, gameplay videos, lim-
ited to 15 minutes of gameplay. This in-
formation, although very limited, paints 
the picture of the Finnish industry “at 
a glance”, as well as shows the general 
insight and provides key information to 
any interested person before buying or 
downloading the game.
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Once the list of 117 games was finalized 
and the examination materials agreed 
upon, the different aspects of the anal-
ysis were organized. As the name of the 
project says, our interest lies in under-
standing representations of gender in 
games. As we also understand that there 
is a number of different factors that can 
affect how gender is experienced in so-
ciety, we opted for a more intersectional 
approach, which in the context of this 
research meant looking not only at gen-
der representation, but also the sexual 
orientation, the skin color, age, religious 
symbols and disability connected to 
the characters. Those were followed by 
specific questions regarding the pres-
ence of violence and possibly violence 
against women. The choice of, at this 
point, focusing on skin color rather than 
ethnicity was due to the brief nature of 
this analysis, which focused more on 
the visual and the “apparent” features in 
games, and thus does not allow going 
deep enough into the games to under-
stand the ethnicity of the characters.

The analysis was based on the visual, 
written or audio materials provided by 
the game companies with a special at-
tention dedicated to finding as much 
publicly available information as possi-
ble about the examined characters. In 
terms of gender, for example, with this 
approach a character simply looking 
feminine, androginous or masculine 
was not enough for us to mark them as 
a woman, non-binary or man. Instead, 
an effort was put into looking mainly for 
character descriptions and pronouns 
used. This led to many characters being 
marked as “unspecified” as we could 
not assume the intent of the develop-
ers when the descriptions were not 
clear enough. With that in mind, after 
the analysis was completed, the results 
were shared with companies whose 
games were analysed with a chance to 
comment on the results and notify us 

in case of misinterpretations. Although 
the findings presented in this article 
are those resulting from the conduct-
ed analysis, the information gathered 
from the developers’ feedback will also 
be provided where relevant as separate 
insights.

Results
Gender

Most of the games did not specify the 
characters’ gender (68). 39 games had 
character selection or creation offering 
at least one man and woman option. 
The ratio between games that offer men 
and women characters is almost equal, 
with the number of 63:51 in favor of men 
characters. Non-binary characters are 
recognized, however, in a small amount 
of only 3 games. Our analysis showed no 
indications of transgender characters.

Skin color

The skin color of examined controllab-
le characters is presented based on the 
colors’ hex codes (Picture 3). The samples 
were collected from the area of the skin 
most representative for the character 
(i.e. avoiding shaded areas, bright spots 
etc.). However, it is important to note 
that the samples were not collected 
from the games themselves but from 
the available materials and YouTube vi-
deos which indisputably had an influen-
ce on the quality of the sample and the 
overall end results. Additionally, in some 
cases the in-game scenes and charac-
ters were distinctively stylized, which 
influenced the skin color sample and 
might lead to possible non-realistic de-
pictions of those characters (Picture 4).

Religious symbols 

Religious symbols were rarely depicted 
and often difficult to recognize and de-
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fine. A total of 14 games included some 
religious symbols, specifically from 
Christianiaty, paganism, shamanism, or 
African and Ancient Egyption elements 
(e.g. Gods). Of particular note was the 
game Raanaa – The Shaman Girl which 
has the player playing as the titular Sámi 
girl as she goes through levels inspired 
by Sámi gods and shamanism. This was 
also the only game where we found 
Sámi characters.

Sexual orientation

It was not easy to tell the sexual orienta-
tion of characters, as it was mostly un-
specified and irrelevant to the gameplay 
and story, with only one game having 
a character described as homosexual 
(Your Royal Gayness). Because of that, 
we chose to also look for the characters’ 
intimate relationships. This approach 
was not flawless, however, as a charac-
ter being in a homosexual or hetero-
sexual relationship does not necessarily 
mean they are homosexuals or hetero-
sexuals themselves, for example. Taking 
all that into account, we found 8 games 
with playable characters involved in he-
terosexual relationships and 2 games 
with characters either described as gay 
or in a homossexual relationship. Final-
ly, an interesting view on the expression 
of sexual orientation was found in the 
virtual world game Hotel Hideaway in 
which the players communicate and in-
teract with others freely and have a pos-
sibility to express their own sexuality.

Age

This was the category most difficult to 
determine and gather information on; 
it was found that specific age of the 
characters and their age group is some-
thing developers do not often bring up 
in discussions or clearly state in the pro-
motional materials. Therefore most of 
the characters in our analysis were mar-

ked as unspecified (108 games in total). 
However, in such cases an estimation of 
age has been added, so that a general 
view and indication of the most repre-
sented age category could be brought 
up and discussed. It might not come as 
a surprise that most of these characters 
were estimated to resemble the age ca-
tegory of young adults or middle-aged 
persons. Personal interpretation, howe-
ver, can be misleading as it was shown 
in the example of the character Audrie 
Smoothspy from The Spy Who Shrunk 
Me. Audrie, who based on our interpre-
tation seemingly fit the adult category, 
is actually in her 50’s as it was confirmed 
by the developers.

Cases where characters’ age or their age 
category was explicitly mentioned in 
the game itself or the promotional ma-
terials were only a few, concretely: child 
(1), teenager (1), young adult (1), adult (2). 
Table 1 gives an overview of all age cate-
gories and their respective age ranges.

Table 1. Age categories with respective 
age ranges (as defined by United Na-
tions for Youth and Merriam-Webster 
Dictionary)

Category		 Age
Child			   0-12
Teenager		  13-19
Young adult	 20-24
Adult			  25-44
Middle-aged	 45-64
Elderly		  65+

Disability

The analysis showed only 2 cases of 
explicit disability, one game included 
a character with a physical disability 
(a wheelchair user) while the other in-
corporated a character with mental 
disability (depression). The existence of 
disability (among other features such 
as sexual orientation or age) was very 
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difficult to determine without playing 
the games. It is, however, important to 
note that in some games we have in-
deed noticed potential representation 
of characters with disabilities, which 
we unfortunately could not tell for sure 
from the examined materials. One such 
example, Lotus, a monk character from 
Friends & Dragons,  was actually con-
firmed to be blind by the developers of 
the game. 

Violence and violence against women

Violence is a feature often present in 
games today so most of the examined 
games (87) also incorporate or depict 
some form of violence. Violent actions or 
behaviors found in these games mostly 
reflected the core game mechanics of 
fighting enemies and trying not to get 
hurt. When it comes to violence against 
women, violent actions or indications 
of violence against women were found 
in 8 cases. In-game violence is directed 
at women characters in different forms 
and it is important to make a distinction 
about how the character’s gender mo-
tivates these actions. Games were mar-
ked as depicting violence against wo-
men when they involved imprisonment 
of women characters (that needed to 
be saved), used gender-based offensi-
ve language towards women (e.g. “that 
old hag” or “the dread wizardess Gala-
tax was rearing her ugly head”), or when 
violent actions were directed towards 
women heroes and/or villains. As it was 
the case in the previous category, this 
feature was also very difficult to deter-
mine based on the small sample of ma-
terials and the limitation of not playing 
the games. This limitation emphasized 
the need for a closer examination of 
the games where the examples of gen-
der-based violence against women 
were found. Therefore, in the next phase 
of the analysis we will examine the as-
pects of gender-based violence against 

women characters in more detail, by 
playing the games and analysing them 
from a player’s perspective.

Limitations
As already mentioned, our main limi-
tation in analysing such a large sample 
of games in such a short period of time 
was finding the best and most repre-
sentative source of information. Ma-
king a comprehensive overview was 
rather difficult considering we were not 
playing the games and were basing our 
information solely on published mate-
rials and walkthroughs. This means that 
the examined content was largely in-
fluenced and our analysis steered by the 
choice of the providers of gameplay vi-
deos (e.g. often the videos will start only 
after the character selection has been 
made, which made it difficult to deter-
mine which characters were available 
at start; the character selection often 
depends on the person playing and as 
most of the video creators were men, 
data gathering about women charac-
ters was scarce). Furthermore, getting 
to know the characters, their stories and 
identities was not possible with just 15 
minutes of observed gameplay. For this 
to be possible, one would need to wat-
ch/engage in full gameplay, do a tho-
rough research of published materials 
and/or even ask the developers directly.

Future Steps
Considering the limitations of the lar-
ge-scale analysis, a need for a more fo-
cused approach in examining character 
identities and the narrative elements in 
the games has emerged. Therefore, the 
next segment of the analysis will be an 
examination of a smaller sample of ga-
mes with a special focus on:  
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1) representation of women 
characters and character 
diversity in Finnish games

2) gender-based violence against 
women in Finnish games

The selected examples are games from 
the large-scale analysis which appeared 
as interesting and/or relevant examples 
of features mentioned above; they will 
be played and analyzed from a player’s 
perspective. As within the scope of this 
analysis we  cannot play all 117 games 
and therefore will not be able to address 
all interesting cases and efforts devoted 
by the Finnish companies, we also find 
it important to bring this topic into a 
discussion with developers themselves. 
While the presence of some specific 
groups was found to be lacking in the 
games analysed, there is interest and 
initiatives (such as this project) aiming 
to improve that. Therefore, in the next 
stage of the project, we will conduct 
interviews with the developers, discuss 
their good practice examples and chal-
lenges in creating diverse characters in 
the gaming industry.

Our findings about underrepresent-
ed features, as well as good examples 
of women and diverse characters and 
possible cases of gender-based violen-
ce will be added to the information gat-
hered from the interviews and will be a 
source to inform and assist developers 
in creating and designing their future 
characters.
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Review of Character 
Representation and 
Diversity in Games 
Research

In 2021, We in Games Finland and The 
National Council of Women of Finland 
will implement a project “Gender in Play 
– Representations of Gender in Games”, 
funded by the Finnish Ministry of Jus-
tice. The aim of the project is to encour-
age the Finnish game companies to 
take into account the gender roles in 
games and to diversify these into their 
own games. The project will identify 
obstacles creating equal game worlds 
and stimulate discussion about gender 
stereotypes and gender-based violence 
in games as well as how those are con-
structed within the game industry. The 
project activates the Finnish game in-
dustry to promote gender equality and 
diversity.

This will be achieved in multiple steps 
taking place throughout 2021. First of all, 
an analysis will be conducted to exam-
ine the representation of women game 
characters in games made by Finnish 
games studios with special attention 
towards gender-based physical or men-
tal violence towards women game char-
acters. The analysis will consist of two 
parts: 1) a broader, quantitative, analysis 
(representing existing tendencies in the 
Finnish game industry) and 2) a more 
focused, in-depth analysis based on the 
framework created by game culture re-
searcher Usva Friman.

Secondly, interviews with Finnish game 
developers will be conducted. The pur-
pose of this step will be, on the one 

hand, to further examine and find ex-
planations of the findings of the study, 
and on the other, to raise awareness of 
the existing practices and to collect best 
practice examples. These examples will, 
finally, be disseminated in form of impli-
cations for companies and game devel-
opers to support diversity and inclusion 
in the Finnish game ecosystem.

As the very first step to initiate this 
change, the following article will present 
how character representation and di-
versity in games have been researched 
until now and will draw upon some of 
the key findings and most relevant as-
pects examined globally. It will show 
that some important steps into exam-
ining the issues of characters’ represen-
tation in the game industry have clearly 
already been made. More important-
ly, it will discuss the lack of true diver-
sity and will emphasize the limitations 
which are yet to be overcome on a glob-
al scale. At the end of the article, a full 
list of references will be included (with 
links for open source publications, when 
possible) for everyone who searches for 
inspiring and thought-provoking litera-
ture about the examined phenomena.

The authors of the article are Antonio 
Rodrigues, BA in Interactive Media from 
Tampere University of Applied Sciences, 
and Nevena Sićević, Master’s student in 
Games Studies at Tampere University.
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Character representation 
and diversity in games
“We’re a nation that believes in the 
power of play. No matter who you are 
or where you’re from, there’s a game 
for everyone”, are the words opening 
the Entertainment Software Associa-
tion (ESA)’s Essential Facts About the 
Video Game Industry published in July 
2020 (ESA 2020). According to the same 
report, 41% of all gamers in the United 
States are women; therefore it shouldn’t 
come as a surprise that games today 
are constituted by a rising number of 
playable women characters (Lynch et al. 
2016). Gaming is also a popular activity 
among women in Finland, with 75.4% of 
them playing digital games and 54.5% of 
them playing digital games at least once 
a month (Kinnunen et al. 2020). Howev-
er, the question of whether contempo-
rary games can speak to each individu-
al player still remains. Moreover, do we 
even dare to assume that the diversity of 
human identities and features that can 
be observed among the players is to be 
expected within the games, too? This is-
sue has to a certain extent been closely 
researched and discussed among ac-
ademic circles; mostly through the ex-
amination of the representation of men 
and women characters in games, de-
picted by the viewpoints of their (men 
and women) players.

Over the last two decades, women’s rep-
resentation in digital games has been a 
rising interest of academic researchers 
and games studies scholars. Back in 
1998, a research examining 33 Nintendo 
and Sega Genesis titles popular at that 
time has given important implications 
for the future researches dealing with 
this topic (Dietz 1998), stating that there 
is “[an] overwhelming tendency to ne-
glect to portray [women] characters at 
all or to portray them in stereotypical tra-
ditional female roles” (p.439), portraying 

them as victims or “damsels in distress” 
(p. 434). This tendency does not seem to 
be a mere zeitgeist of the past millenni-
um. The question of the over-dominant 
presence of men characters and pro-
tagonists has been examined and con-
firmed multiple times in the following 
decade (see examples: Janz and Mar-
tis 2003, Burgess et al. 2007, Williams 
et al. 2009, Hitchens 2011). Additionally, 
Dill and Thill (2007) found that there is 
a significant difference in players’ per-
ceptions of men and women charac-
ters where the former were described 
by using the words “warrior”, “superhe-
ro” and “cool” whereas the latter were 
characterized as “helpless”, “victim” and 
“pretty” (p. 860). An interesting insight 
into the relation between women’s rep-
resentation, sexualization and societal 
changes has been provided by Lynch 
et al. (2016) while, on the other hand, a 
(limited although) thought-provoking 
discussion about the traditional beauty 
ideals and non-traditional gender roles 
can be found in an article  about the 
woman protagonist in action-adventure 
video games by Grimes (2003).

However, with time passing, a noticeable 
shift was to be seen in the games cre-
ation and, consequently, in the games 
research; the option for character cus-
tomization (Richard 2012) and gender-
less character selection (Fecher 2012) 
seemed to have ambitiously opened the 
space for diversity and inclusion within 
the gaming realm. Unfortunately, suc-
cess of these efforts remained scarce 
due to the poor implementation of 
the new features. In case of the former 
(Richard 2012, p. 75), things like game 
glitches and unsynchronized anima-
tions lead to an inadequate addressing 
of the game towards the player (e.g. by 
using the wrong pronoun). In case of the 
latter and on the example of Leo (an an-
drogynous character in Tekken 6), Fech-
er (2012) discusses how such efforts can 
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backfire, emphasizing the importance 
of the game context and the limitations 
set by the traditional gender binary.

In terms of diversity and representation, 
features such as race, ethnicity and age 
have also found room in academic re-
search. Unsurprisingly, the results in the 
studies about the characters’ race reveal 
that the majority of characters could be 
depicted as “Anglo” (Dietz 1998), “Cauca-
sian” (Janz and Martis 2003) or “White” 
(Williams et al. 2009). It is perhaps un-
surprising, yet still worthy of noting, that 
in the study of Janz and Martis (2003), a 
large number of even 83% of all leading 
women characters was Caucasian. In 
their study, Williams et al. (2009) exam-
ined the representation of different age, 
race and gender groups in comparison 
to the proportion of the same groups in 
the actual US society. The result of this 
analysis witnessed an over-representa-
tion and over-popularization of white, 
adult men in games.

Lastly, another important aspect of 
game research that must not be dis-
regarded is the depiction of aggres-
sion and violence in video games. Even 
though the researchers do agree that 
the existence of aggression and aggres-
sive behaviors in games is evident (see 
Dietz 1998, Dill and Thill 2007, Edens-
tad and Torgersen 2003, Henning et al. 
2009, Brennick et al. 2007), their effect 
on players’ violent behaviors is disput-
ed. For example, the mentioned article 
by Dietz (1998) examined violence and 
gender stereotyping and concluded 
that 80% of the examined games in-
cluded some form of aggression or vio-
lence with 21% of the depicted violence 
directed at women (p. 437). Dill and Thill 
(2007, p. 859) elaborate on this finding 
by introducing the phenomenon of 
eroticized aggression, a combination of 
sex and violence which could pose as a 
threat towards real women. There are 

also findings, however, which state that 
there is no clear connection between 
gaming and violent behaviors (Edens-
tad and Torgersen 2003) or that playing 
video games doesn’t affect players’ at-
titudes considering that the players do 
not actually replicate the observed be-
haviors (Brennick et al. 2007). The study 
by Brennick et al. (2007) does, however, 
acknowledge a correlation between the 
intensity of playing and view on neg-
ative behaviors, stating that high fre-
quency players (and particularly males) 
are more likely to condone and be less 
critical towards negative stereotypic im-
ages (p. 411). While it is clear that play-
ing violent games does not automati-
cally lead to violent behaviors outside 
of those environments, the relationship 
between game activities, behaviors and 
cultures is a complicated one. Games 
are both part of our culture and reflect 
it, which is why it is important to criti-
cally analyze the meanings, values, and 
behaviors depicted by them.

Throughout the history of feminist game 
analysis, a common figure often found is 
the one of Tomb Raider’s Lara Croft, the 
so-called “First Lady of games”. Much of 
the criticism of Lara has focused mainly 
on her sexualised appearance (MacCal-
lum-Stewart 2014). The criticism of this 
voyeuristic appeal of Lara can be un-
derstood in connection with Laura Mul-
vey’s (1975) landmark film theory of the 
Male Gaze. Other articles, from as early 
as 2001 (see Schleiner 2001, Kennedy, H. 
W. 2002, MacCallum-Stewart 2014) at-
tempt to look at her through different 
lenses, trying to understand the differ-
ences in the process of identification 
that goes on in movies and video games. 
This may be seen as part of the process 
in which the discipline of game stud-
ies formalised itself as a separate entity 
from film studies, a process discussed 
by Amanda Phillips in the book Gamer 
Trouble (Phillips 2020). In the book, Phil-
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lips also analyzes a few games and play-
fully problematizes the limits of Mulvey’s 
theory in the context of video games, 
even going back to Lara and criticising 
her not for her looks, but for her colo-
niser attitude in the latest games in the 
series. The limitations of Mulvey’s theory 
when applied to videogames was a top-
ic also studied by one of our researchers 
in their previous work (Rodrigues da Sil-
va Neto 2020). Among the new analysis 
methods tailored specifically for game 
characters, one that will be particularly 
relevant continuing this project is Usva 
Friman’s model for analyzing wom-
en character representations in digital 
games (Friman 2015).

Finally, it is important to acknowledge 
that games and their characters do not 
appear from a vacuum, but from real-life 
companies and real-life developers. The 
lack of diversity within the games in-
dustry is something that has been well 
documented (e.g. International Game 
Developers Association 2019, Interactive 
Software Federation of Europe 2020, 
European Games Developer Federation 
2020), where in Finland the number of 
women employees in the game compa-
nies makes just a little over 20% (Neog-
ames Finland 2019). Issues with misogy-
ny within the gaming community came 
to mainstream attention during 2014’s 
Gamergate harassment campaign, 
which saw attacks focused against sev-
eral women in the game industry, nota-
bly developer Zoë Quinn and feminist 
critic Anita Sarkeesian, along with con-
spiratory accusations against game re-
searchers (Mortensen 2018). Moreover, 
reports of sexism, abuse and harass-
ment in the industry have been crop-
ping up in the media at alarming rates 
in the past years as a part of the #MeToo 
and #TimesUp movements (Lorrenz 
and Browning 2020, Orr 2019, Schrei-
er 2020). The matter of diversity in the 
games industry is a global one and the 

media silencing of women’s disadvan-
tage in the game industry has been ob-
served both in the US and Finland (Kivi-
järvi and Sintonen 2021). If, as Philips 
puts in her book “critique is an import-
ant and vital part of achieving justice” 
(Philips 2020, p. 169), then the textual 
analysis and criticism of representation 
can be an important tool in achieving 
equality in game worlds. However, this 
improvement in representation should 
go hand-in-hand with improvements in 
equality within the industry itself. This is 
something this project will also seek to 
address in its next stages, firstly through 
interviews with the Finnish game com-
panies about matters of diversity in their 
games and development teams. We will 
compile the results of these interviews 
with the findings from our game anal-
yses and present them as a collection 
of good practice examples and impli-
cations for the developers. These im-
plications will, finally, be disseminated 
nationally and shared with the whole 
Finnish game industry in form of a se-
ries of lectures and workshops advo-
cating for and promoting equality and 
diversity among the Finnish game com-
panies and their games.
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Women character representation and 
diversity in Finnish games: 
a qualitative 
analysis

Introduction to the Blog Post 
Series on Representation of Wo-
men Characters and Character 
Diversity in Finnish Games
As the Gender in Play project continues, 
after our large-scale analysis of Finnish 
games released from 2018 to 2020, the 
next step was to take a closer look at 
several selected games from the pre-
vious sample. The games were selected 
for standing out as positive examples 
of gender and diverse character repre-
sentations. The objective of this analysis 
was to look for what those games did 
well in terms of gender and diversity re-
presentation, as well as possibly identify 
spaces for improvement in that regard. 
Those insights were summarized in this 
blog post as a useful reference for de-
velopers interested in good practices for 
the representation of their own women 
and other minority characters. 

Unlike the previous large-scale analysis, 
which consisted of 117 Finnish games, 
this one focused on a smaller sample 
of selected games (6), thus providing 
space for a more detailed approach in 
the analysis. Each game was played 
through at least once (with one excep-
tion explained below), with a second 
playthrough being also done when pos-
sible and deemed necessary. By playing 
the games we were able to gain deeper 

insights and a more holistic unders-
tanding of the games, which was not 
possible during the previous analysis, 
considering that with a large sample of 
117 games we were not able to play all 
the games and our complete data was 
gathered from gameplay videos, wiki 
pages and other marketing materials 
available for each of the games. Mo-
reover, differently from the large-scale 
analysis, this time around we did not 
look for the same things in every game, 
instead we chose to focus on what was 
most interesting in each one in regards 
to our topics.

The games chosen for this analysis  
were the following: Your Royal Gayness 
(Lizard Hazard Games 2018), Small Town 
Murders: Match 3 Crime Mystery Sto-
ries (Rovio Entertainment 2019), Raanaa 
– The Shaman Girl (Miksapix Interacti-
ve 2019), Ignis Universia: Eternal Sisters 
Saga DX (Random Potion Oy, Hologram 
Monster Oy 2020), Control (Remedy En-
tertainment 2020) and Returnal (Hou-
semarque 2021). Most of the games 
were published by Finnish game com-
panies in 2018–2020, and they were se-
lected based on our previous quantita-
tive analysis. The selected games stood 
out as distinctive examples relevant for 
our analysis due to their addressing of 
positive representation of women cha-
racters, inclusion of underrepresented 
features (in terms of characters’ gender, 
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sexuality, age, ethnicity and disability) 
or showing a perspective on how gen-
der-based violence against women can 
be addressed or found in games. The 
game Returnal, however, stands out for 
having been released in 2021 and there-
fore not being present in our previous 
analysis. Nevertheless, as an interna-
tionally acclaimed title which had just 
been released and features an interes-
ting woman lead, it had been agreed to 
include it in the analysis. In the case of 
Small Town Murders, an online mobile 
game with an ever increasing number 
of levels, a limitation on the sample was 
needed, so for the scope of this analy-
sis we decided to examine only the first 
two murder cases in the story.

This blog post series is divided in three 
parts; the first part focuses on the rep-
resentation of women characters, the 
second on the representation of diverse 
casts and other minorities, and the last 
one on aspects of gender based violen-
ce against women in the selected ga-
mes.

Representation of Women Characters

This qualitative analysis follows the prin-
ciples of the framework to examine and 
analyze women characters in games by 
Usva Friman (2015), which suggests the 
following five character construction 
themes: 1. presence, 2. background and 
role, 3. participation and goals, 4. spee-
ch and 5. gendering. More specifically, 
we analyzed the way women characters 
are represented in Finnish games by an-
swering a number of pre-created open 
questions focused on how the repre-
sentation of women characters is being 
carried out and can be seen in the sele-
cted Finnish games. 

Presence

Before proceeding to examining how 
women characters are represented, it is 
important to determine whether there 
is any representation at all. Therefore, 
the first category in the analysis ques-
tions was whether women characters 
are present in the games at all and if 
yes, to which scope. The features exa-
mined in this part of the analysis were 
the existence of women characters (in-
cluding women main protagonists, al-
lies, opponents and main antagonists), 
existence of named as well as playable 
women characters.

Considering that the games were sele-
cted due to their incorporation of wo-
men characters, in this part of the ana-
lysis we will provide a list of all named 
women protagonists in the examined 
games. Five out of six games included at 
least one named playable women main 
protagonist (including Small Town Mur-
der’s Nora Mistry, a character indirectly 
controlled by players through solving 
match-3 puzzles). To define a character 
as a woman, we looked beyond physical 
appearance or names, taking into con-
sideration their own expression and the 
pronouns used. 

Table 1. 
The list of women main 
protagonists in the examined games.

Control: Jesse Faden
Ignis Universia: Eleanna, Mordina, 
Silvanna, Zena  (The Chosen Sisters)
Raanaa – The Shaman Girl: Raanaa
Returnal: Selene Vassos
Small Town Murders: Nora Mistry

Women allies and antagonists were 
also present in the named games. For 
example, in order to save the world, the 
four Chosen Sisters of Ignis Universia 
need to fight the wizardess Galgatax 
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and one of the first suspects in Small 
Town Murders is the first case victim’s 
daughter. On the other hand, women 
allies, like Mrs. Mangroove in Small Town 
Murders or Emily Pope in Control, are 
also there to support the main prota-
gonists, mostly by providing important 
information relevant to the story and 
player’s progress in the game. 

Table 2.
Women allies and other 
prominent women characters 
in the examined games.

Control: Emily Pope, Helen Marshall, 	
Raya Underhill
Small Town Murders:
Mrs. Mungroove, 	Bonnie Pirello
Your Royal Gayness:  
Drakemaster Magda, Princess Roxanne

Table 3. 
Women antagonists 
in the examined games.

Ignis Universia: Witch Galgatax
Small Town Murders: Chelsea Higgnis

Background and role

The background of women characters 
varied from game to game. Looking at 
the mentioned protagonists as well as 
the allies and antagonists we saw that 
their backgrounds were defined based 
on their professions, statuses or rela-
tionships they had with other charac-
ters. Depending on the game genre 
and complexity, the women characters 
(be it protagonists, allies or antagonists) 
were developed to a larger or a smal-
ler extent and the information about 
them was shared in a larger or a smal-
ler amount. In that context, in Control 
we got to meet several prominent (and 
accomplished) women characters in 
high positions or in positions of power: 
director, head of research, head of ope-

rations, threshold specialist. Nora Mistry 
(Small Town Murders) is a crime novelist 
who helps the police solve crimes and 
we meet Selene Vassos (Returnal) at 
the beginning of the game as a space 
scout. The four Chosen Sisters of Ignis 
Universia are destined to save the wor-
ld while Raanaa uses her magic to save 
the Goddesses of the Sámi mythology. 
Finally, the Drakemaster Magda of Your 
Royal Gayness is Prince Amir’s trusted 
advisor and an expert on war and battle.

The actions of women protagonists in 
these games also represented their 
backgrounds. For example, the Chosen 
Sisters (Ignis Universia) are fierce fight-
ers destined to save the world. They 
are an opposite of “being silent, being 
subdued”, as the game introduction 
told us. Their mission is to fight the evil 
witch and save the world from destruc-
tion. Their actions are following this 
goal, they go on adventures, engage in 
combat and slay dragons and other fan-
tastic creatures. Jesse (Control) as the 
Director of the Federal Bureau of Cont-
rol uses her powers to defeat enemies 
and cleanse the Bureau taken over by 
a hostile force referred to as “the hiss”. 
Nora (Small Town Murders) is asked to 
give professional inputs in murder case 
investigations; she inspects the crime 
scenes, searches for the evidence, con-
nects the clues and solves murder mys-
teries. Her actions often overpower her 
background – as “only” a crime novelist 
she takes on the role of the investiga-
tor in the cases and even throws her-
self in dangerous acts, such as posing 
as Bonnie Pirello, the target of a what is 
believed to be a hitman sent directly to 
take out the wife of an Italian mobster. 
Magda (Your Royal Gayness) carries her 
sword all the time and is always ready 
for action. On Amir’s command she at-
tends different matters to keep the si-
tuation in the kingdom calm. She cont-
rols the guards and leads the army. 
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Participation and goals

As it could be seen from the examined 
representative sample of Finnish ga-
mes, women characters are no longer 
merely following from the sidelines, 
they are equally participating and are 
as important for the narrative and ga-
meplay as are the men characters. They 
are influencing the story and the events 
in the game and their actions have con-
sequences. This positive development 
is noticeable in video games since the 
past decades, both in games creati-
on and games research which calls for 
more diversity and inclusion of underre-
presented groups (which we also noted 
in our literature review of character rep-
resentation and diversity in games). To 
illustrate this on a few examples; faced 
with his first dead body on the job, De-
puty Shanahan of Small Town Murders 
might not have been able to solve the 
cases without Nora’s inputs; in Ignis Uni-
versia, the world was destined for doom 
without the Chosen sisters; Magda’s ac-
tions in Your Royal Gayness directly in-
fluenced the story and the course of the 
game.

Women characters in the examined ga-
mes mostly followed their own goals, 
such as Nora who self-willingly offered 
her help to solve crimes as a means to 
gather inspiration and fight off her wri-
ter’s block, or Selene (Returnal) who 
defied orders and was determined to 
follow her own path (be it in real life in 
terms of following her career, or in the 
never-ending space mission she kept 
waking up to). However, there were 
examples when the action of women 
characters was dictated by the choice 
or upon a request of another character 
– who was often a man. In Ignis Univer-
sia, the Chosen Sisters were gathered 
and led by a man; in Control, Jesse’s 
objective was directed by the search of 
and finding answers about her missing 

brother; Small Town Murders’ Nora deci-
ded to join hands in solving crimes as a 
helping hand to an incompetent depu-
ty whereas Drakemaster Magda of Your 
Royal Gayness served her liege Amir to 
keep the kingdom safe and protected. 
This does not, however, mean that wo-
men characters did not have autonomy 
while pursuing these goals and actions. 
For example, during her journey to find 
her missing brother, Jesse  realizes that 
she was also searching for information 
about herself, and when asked to train 
prince Amir with the sword, Magda re-
fused stating that she had a different, 
personal priority at that moment. 

Nevertheless, our findings do show that, 
although we are seeing a positive rep-
resentation of strong and powerful wo-
men leads in Finnish games, their goals 
are still directly or indirectly often set 
out by or related to men. This shows that 
men characters are still very important 
key figures in games, also in Finland 
(according to our large-scale analysis of 
Finnish games, the ratio of games which 
include playable men characters is ap-
prox. 10 % higher than those including 
women, with 63 games having playab-
le men and 51 games playable women 
characters from a total of 117 analyzed 
games). What should be ensured in this 
case is that the actions of women cha-
racters are important gameplay featu-
res on their own and not only necessa-
ry if they are aimed towards supporting 
men characters.

Speech

When examining women characters re-
presentation in games, it is also impor-
tant to include the aspect of speech and 
to examine whether women characters 
speak, to whom, as well as whether and 
how they are talked about. All main wo-
men characters and protagonists in the 
analyzed games spoke and were spoken 
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to, more importantly, they were given 
a voice. They spoke in a curious, witty, 
often charming and clever way. Some 
were snappy, direct and sharp (e.g. Sil-
vanna and Zena of Ignis Universia, when 
speaking with other characters, often in a 
sarcastic or cynical way) while some were 
more rational (e.g. Nora Mistry when sol-
ving the crimes) or reflective (Jesse Faden 
of Control in conversations with others 
and in her thoughts/conversations with 
the entity Polaris, often accompanied by 
a zoomed-in shot of Jesse’s face).

It is important to state that there was 
a noticeable difference in the langua-
ge used to speak about women prota-
gonists and women antagonists in the 
examined games. This trend is not un-
common in contemporary video games 
and often relates to the gender role of 
a woman character, as Sarah Stang also 
points out in her speech about gende-
red monstrosities in games. Although 
the following example from our analysis 
refers to a human being and not a fan-
tastical creature, one finding was the 
use of  an epithet “old hag” by which 
the spendthrift son of the first murder 
victim in Small Town Murders, a weal-
thy woman Elisabeth Higgins, spoke 
of his mother when he found out who 
was the sole beneficiary of her testa-
ment. Additionally, in the opening sc-
reen of the game Ignis Universia we saw 
the words of a Null Brother (man main 
protagonist) that “wizardess Galgatax 
was rearing her ugly head once more”. 
Following Sarah Stang’s point, the lan-
guage to describe women characters 
in our examined games also depended 
on things such as their sexuality, gender 
role or age, so in that context a young 
and attractive women character was re-
ferred to as “sweet” and “nice” while an 
older one became “ugly” or “a hag”, es-
pecially when spoken of by a man.

Gendering

When it comes to gendering, the aspects 
we looked at were whether women cha-
racters were romanticized, sexualized and 
objectified and how, as well as whether 
their physical or behavioural femininity 
level was emphasized and in which way.
Sexualization and objectification of wo-
men characters in the examined games 
was present to a certain extent. The 
most prominent examples were the 
Chosen Sisters of Ignis Universia whose 
physical appearance and other features 
were an important aspect of the game’s 
narration. Considering the game’s paro-
dical nature, sexualized scenes and refe-
rences were used to emphasize and ri-
dicule how women characters are often 
objectified and sexualized  in Japanese 
role-playing games (JRPGs). The follo-
wing images show some examples of 
objectification and sexualization of wo-
men characters in this game. 

Another example of a character repre-
sented as an object of desire could be 
found in the character of Chelsea Hig-
gins, one of the suspects in the first case 
of Small Town Murders, the girl of De-
puty Shananah’s teenage dreams, with 
her lustful feminine figure, emphasized 
breasts, wide thighs and a tiny waist. As 
an isolated example, such representa-
tion is not necessarily negative. Having 
in mind that the story of Small Town 
Murders is located in the United States 
and that Chelsea was said to had been 
a cheerleader, we can see that the cha-
racter of Chelsea was designed to fol-
low the same famous trope from the 
US cinematography: she is shallow and 
superficial, beautiful, young, focused on 
her looks and popularity, she is the ob-
ject of men’s desires and the evil anta-
gonist of the woman non-cheerleader 
protagonist.
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On the contrary, the figure of the woman 
protagonist of the same game, Nora 
Mistry, remains hidden from the eyes 
of the player, thus showing that women 
characters can be developed as power-
ful, accomplished and likeable through 
emphasizing their backgrounds and 
actions and not their physical or sexual 
appearances. The comparison between 
the representation of Nora and Chelsea 
goes in line with the conclusion made 
by Lynch et al. (2016) in their Content 
Analysis of Female Characters in Video 
Games across 31 Years, which stated 
that women in secondary roles are more 
likely to be sexualized than primary cha-
racters. According to the same authors, 
nonprimary characters are not as im-
portant to the game’s story as the pri-
mary characters, and therefore the de-
signers might sexualize them to make 
them more appealing to the player (or 
to be able to convey a specific message, 
as it might be the case in Small Town 
Murders).

When it comes to the women protago-
nists, the same article argued that the 
portrayal of [women] characters had 
been influenced by an increasing inte-
rest of women players in video games 
as well as the criticism aimed towards 
the industry which had been, and still 
is, largely dominated by men. Therefore, 
over the course of time we may be wit-
nesses of an ever decreasing number of 
sexualized women protagonists.

“Conversely, a primary character is cent-
ral to the story and aspects of the nar-
rative give her significance beyond her 
physical attributes” (Lynch et al., 2016). 
In triple-A games, such as Control and 
Returnal, the bodies of women protago-
nists were not overexaggerated nor put 
in extremely revealing outfits, which is a 
positive development and an important 
finding that shows that the examined 
world-wide popular titles did not turn to 

hypersexualization of their women pro-
tagonists.

Selene Vassos is equipped with high-te-
ch weapons and wears a strong space 
suit. The suit is moderately tight and 
follows Selene’s body shape. Although 
it could be argued that the suit is see-
mingly tight and possibly not suited for 
a space scout, Selene’s outfit is part of 
the game narrative. Resembling a con-
temporary sports outfit, the suit allows 
her to move fast, to avoid enemies’ at-
tacks and other objects, and is as such 
consistent with the gameplay. This is a 
very important finding when having in 
mind that the bigger emphasis in the 
game is set on dodging and escaping 
damage and not as much on being pro-
tected from it.

An intention to objectify and sexualize 
women protagonists in these games 
was not found neither in the death sce-
nes nor in the camera work and angles. 
Overall, this finding shows that there is 
a positive attitude towards women cha-
racters in the Finnish game industry 
when it comes to the aspect of gende-
ring among big and popular titles. 

The following images represent the 
camera angles in the mentioned two 
games; they were taken during the ga-
meplay, in a “safe spot” (e.g. at the be-
ginning of a level or right after a check-
point), meaning that there was no action 
happening at that time in the game 
and that the examiner had enough 
time to navigate the camera freely and 
take screenshots. The only angle which 
shows a tendency towards sexualization 
is shown in the last segment of Picture 
12. This image was taken while positio-
ning the camera to show Selene’s back, 
moving it to the lowest angle in the sc-
reen and facing up. Although this angle 
clearly puts Selene’s buttocks in the fo-
cus, it needs to be stated that this ang-
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le is not favored by the game nor is the 
player ever encouraged to use it (on the 
contrary, it makes the game unplayab-
le). However, by comparing this image 
with the same angle of Jesse in Control 
(Picture 11, segment 2), we can see that 
Control offers a good practice example 
on how to program the camera in a way 
which doesn’t insinuate objectification, 
i.e. by focusing on the character’s back 
rather than her buttocks.

Women character representation and diversity in Finnish games: a qualitative analysis

Academic literature:
Friman, U. (2015). From Pixel Babes to Active Agents – How to Fix the Lack of Diversity 
in Female Digital Game Characters (essay). University of Turku. Open access: https://
press.etc.cmu.edu/index.php/product/well-played-vol-4-no-3. 

Lynch, T., van Driel, I. I., Tompkins,  J. E. and Fritz, N. (2016). Sexy, Strong, and Seconda-
ry: A Content Analysis of Female Characters in Video Games across 31 Years: Fema-
le Game Characters across 31 Years. In Journal of Communication. Vol.66 (4). p.564-
584. DOI: 10.1111/jcom.12237. Full text available here: https://www.researchgate.net/
publication/304661662_Sexy_Strong_and_Secondary_A_Content_Analysis_of_Fe-
male_Characters_in_Video_Games_across_31_Years_Female_Game_Characters_
across_31_Years 

Monstrosity 21 Keynote: Sarah Stang. (2021). Link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?-
v=32gYU9kxEj4

Games:
Housemarque. (2021). Returnal. Published by Sony Interactive Entertainment.

Lizard Hazard Games. (2018). Your Royal Gayness. Published by Lizard Hazard Games.

Miksapix Interactive. (2019). Raanaa – The Shaman Girl. Published by Miksapix Inte-
ractive. (Version 1.2., latest update January 21, 2021).

Random Potion Oy, Hologram Monster Oy. (2020). Ignis Universia: Eternal Sisters Saga 
DX. Published by Random Potion Oy.

Remedy Entertainment. (2019). Control. Published by 505 Games.

Rovio Entertainment. (2019). Small Town Murders: Match 3 Crime Mystery Stories. 
Published by Rovio Entertainment. (Version 2.0.0., latest update June 7, 2021).

https://press.etc.cmu.edu/index.php/product/well-played-vol-4-no-3
https://press.etc.cmu.edu/index.php/product/well-played-vol-4-no-3
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304661662_Sexy_Strong_and_Secondary_A_Content_Analysis_of_Female_Characters_in_Video_Games_across_31_Years_Female_Game_Characters_across_31_Years
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304661662_Sexy_Strong_and_Secondary_A_Content_Analysis_of_Female_Characters_in_Video_Games_across_31_Years_Female_Game_Characters_across_31_Years
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304661662_Sexy_Strong_and_Secondary_A_Content_Analysis_of_Female_Characters_in_Video_Games_across_31_Years_Female_Game_Characters_across_31_Years
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/304661662_Sexy_Strong_and_Secondary_A_Content_Analysis_of_Female_Characters_in_Video_Games_across_31_Years_Female_Game_Characters_across_31_Years
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=32gYU9kxEj4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=32gYU9kxEj4


Gender in Play: 
character 
diversity

This article is the second part in our 
blog post series on representation of 
women characters and character diver-
sity in Finnish games (click here for the 
first part and the introduction to the se-
ries). In this post, we will highlight some 
positive examples and good practices 
regarding character diversity and repre-
sentation in Finnish games.

When looking for diversity of characters, 
three games were of particular note, 
Your Royal Gayness, for its portrayal of 
its gay protagonist and a non-binary 
support character, Raanaa, for its Sámi 
main character and themes, and Cont-
rol, for its leading women characters 
and subversion of a common videoga-
me trope.

Your Royal Gayness

Your Royal Gayness is a game that puts 
the player in control of Amir, a gay prin-
ce, who is left in control of a not-too-
LGBTQ+-friendly nation when his pa-
rents leave for two months. Besides 
being the only game found in the pre-
vious analysis to have characters explic-
tily described as gay, YRG also puts the 
protagonist’s sexuality as an important 
part of both the game’s plot and me-
chanics.

Instead of going for the more utopic op-
tion of having the game set in a place 

where there is no prejudice, the game 
chooses to go for a more “realistic”, yet 
still humorous, approach to LGBTQ+ 
issues. At the start of the game homo-
sexuality is illegal in Amir’s kingdom, 
and throughout the game the player 
must balance a “suspicion meter” in 
order to avoid being discovered by the 
people beyond his close circle of ad-
visors (who are very much supportive 
of him). These choices in plot and me-
chanics bring experiences relatable to 
many queer players into the game. Whi-
le most LGBTQ+ people have not had to 
rule a kingdom for a couple of months, 
many have had to hide their identities 
from the world. The close circle of ad-
visors, who know about Amir and help 
him navigate through the game, is also 
something relatable to the “queer expe-
rience”. 

Despite touching on those heavy sub-
jects, however, the game is not a heavy 
drama in any way. Instead, it has a ton-
gue-in-cheek narrative through and 
through using parody as a way to expo-
se the absurdities of homophobia, such 
as when the prince is brough to jud-
gement accused of being “really, really 
gay” and the judgement itself involves 
the prince having to quickly choose 
between objects related to stereotypi-
cal ideas of sexuality.

The prince is not the only LGBTQ+ cha-
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racter in the game, as there are a num-
ber of other such characters in the cast. 
One deserving special recognition is Se-
raph, the non-binary spymaster and ad-
visor of prince Amir.

Seraph is a non-binary character who 
uses they/them pronouns. While not 
every character really understands their 
identity, through the game the mat-
ter is always handled with respect. De-
pending on the player’s choices, Amir 
can talk with Seraph about their iden-
tity and what being both non-binary 
and pansexual means to Seraph. Once 
again, those conversations are handled 
in a natural and sensitive way, with Se-
raph scolding the prince when he brin-
gs up their deadname (i.e. name they 
were assigned at birth) and explaining 
that it is hurtful to do that, the prince 
listens to Seraph and learns from them.

Another interesting way in which Your 
Royal Gayness promotes the portrayal 
of a diverse cast is with its random body 
generator, used to create the other kin-
gdoms’ princesses and princes. Tho-
se are secondary characters which are 
different in every playthrough, as the 
game creates new ones every time, ta-
king from a pool of different body sha-
pes, skin colours, hairstyles and outfits. 
This is a very interesting and well-mea-
ning idea, which in most cases seems 
to work as intended. However, a few ti-
mes it seemed to backfire, as some kin-
gdoms had random characters all with 
the same skin color or some characters 
who looked exactly alike.

Raanaa – The Shaman Girl

Raanaa is the only Finnish game found 
in the previous analysis to have a defini-
te Sámi character. This is especially no-
teworthy as the Sámi people are a his-
toric minority as the indigenous people 
in Finland. In Raanaa the player takes 

control of a young Sámi girl who is cal-
led in her sleep by the Foremother God-
dess Máttaráhkká to come and help her 
in the spirit world.

Throughout the game Raanaa finds 
other figures of Sámi mythology like 
Ruonánieida, the Maiden of Spring and 
Barbmoáhká, the Guardian of the Birds. 
With their assistance, as well as with 
her shaman abilities and magical dress, 
Raanaa helps to maintain balance and 
protect both the spirit and the human 
world.

The game not only is inspired by Sámi 
mythology, but it also has an interest 
in being accessible to Sámi players, ha-
ving the option to be played in Northern 
Sámi language. The game was also 
supported by the Sámi Parliament in 
Norway and Sámi people were involved 
and consulted during the development 
of the game, which is a good practice if 
the intent is to have positive representa-
tion. The game’s narrative designer and 
producer is also Sámi.

Both the recognition of the Sámi players 
by giving them the option to play in their 
native language, as well as the involve-
ment of Sámi people in the develop-
ment of the game are meaningful and 
imply an interest in a sensitive portrayal 
which does not fall into the sometimes 
caricatural depictions of Sámi people 
found in media.

Control

In Control, you play as Jessie Faden, a 
young woman with strange powers 
who is investigating the headquarters 
of the Federal Bureau of Control (FBC) 
while searching for her missing brother. 
Shortly after arriving there, Jessie ends 
up receiving a new weapon, and with it, 
the position of Director of the FBC. From 
then on she has to defend the building 
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against the invasion of a paranormal 
entity known as The Hiss, while finding 
out more about herself, her brother and 
the friendly paranormal entity called 
Polaris.

Control is a game with a strong cast of 
women in different positions. Not only 
the main character, Jessie, but also three 
notable side characters: Helen Marshall, 
the African American, grey haired, Head 
of Operations for the Federal Bureau 
of Control, Emily Pope, who is the FBC 
Head of Research, and genius scientist 
Raya Underhill.

While these three characters require as-
sistance from the protagonist to achie-
ve their goals, they are generally repre-
sented as capable in their own roles, and 
retaining some sense of control despite 
the exceptional events happening du-
ring the game. Pope wants to research 
Jessie and understand what is going on 
with The Hiss, while at the same time 
organising the survivors in the building 
and assembling protection equipment. 
Underhill is in the building’s basement 
focused on her own research, about a 
different type of entity than the game’s 
main enemy, and does not seem to care 
much about the problems happening 
above ground. Finally, Marshall is com-
manding the larger group of security 
officers in the defense against the Hiss, 
and has her own objectives which are 
further explored in the game’s down-
loadable content (i.e. expansion), The 
Foundation.

Beyond that, Control subverts one par-
ticular trope of videogames with a wo-
man protagonist. It is often the case in 
such games that the player exists as a 
“protector” of the protagonist. Whereas 
in games with a man as the main cha-
racter the player gets to “be” the cha-
racter, games with women often focus 
on the idea of “helping” or “defending” 

them. This can be understood as part of 
the male gaze at work in video games.

In the start of Control, it seems that the 
game is following that trope, as Jesse 
appears to talk to the player about how 
they have helped her get in the building. 
As the story progresses, we learn that 
the invisible presence that is assisting 
and watching Jesse is not the player 
per-se, but Polaris, an entity from anot-
her dimension who has been with her 
since her childhood and is in fact gen-
dered as a “she”. To an extent Polaris can 
still be understood as a stand-in for the 
player, as she is not seen by the camera, 
but still always present in the game and 
assisting Jesse, who constantly speaks 
to her. In that way, the gaze of the ca-
mera/player is also the gaze of Polaris. 
This turns what could have been seen 
as a paternalistic/male-gazey relation 
with the camera into what can be seen 
as an alliance between women.

Narratively, Polaris also works as a mot-
herly figure, with Jesse’s original mot-
her having disappeared when Jessie 
wished her and her father away with 
strange magic. This idea of motherhood 
is further seen when the player even-
tually finds the body of Polaris, which 
is a construct in the shape of a  womb/
egg which eventually bursts, appearing 
to die.

After the burst of Polaris, Jesse seems to 
experience a rebirth experience (accep-
ting her role as the Direct of FBC) and 
realises that even if that form (womb/
egg) of Polaris died, the Polaris she knew 
was still with her and had never left her.

This is of note because it does not assu-
me the player as a man. The recognition 
of an audience other than the stereoty-
pical straight man is valuable and opens 
possibilities for more diverse games and 
characters. While research points out 
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that the distribution of women and men 
in gaming are much more even than 
what common stereotypes still point to 
(as noted in our literature review of cha-
racter representation and diversity in 
games), games themselves often seem 
to be interested in catering primarily to 
a mostly hetero-masculine audience.

Returnal

In Returnal, you play as Selene Vassos, a 
space scout who is stranded on myste-
rious planet Atropos after crash landing 
her spaceship, Helios. Selene quickly 
discovers that she has been on the pla-
net before, and that she cannot escape 
it, not even through death. As death on 
the planet only means that she wakes 
up again at the crash site.

The story of Returnal, and Selene, is not 
told in a straightforward manner. Ins-
tead, it is inspired by the roguelike me-
chanics of the game and told in little 
pieces, which are unlocked as the player 
advances through the death/rebirth cy-
cles of the game. The narrative and ga-
meplay help connect the player with 
Selene, as she experiences the frustra-
tions of failure — the game is not easy — 
in a similar way to what the player may 
be experiencing. Many of the pieces of 
plot uncovered through the game are 
also mysterious, and highly symbolic, 
and the player may not get a full sense 
of what exactly is happening to Selene, 
until finishing the game for the second 
time.

The nature of Returnal’s narrative lea-
ves much of its understanding up to 
the player’s interpretation. Much of its 
imagery, cutscenes and even action is 
highly evocative and metaphorical. The-
refore, much of what is discussed here 
reflects the interpretation of the authors 
and seeks to raise discussion points and 
considerations about the character in 

the context of the game, and games in 
general, rather than provide objective 
facts.

What is learned, however, tells an inte-
resting story, with themes unusual to a 
triple-A game. Themes of mental health, 
motherhood and guilt, which are dis-
cussed through the complex character 
of Selene. 

As the story advances, it becomes clea-
rer and clearer that Selene has depres-
sion, there are references to medication 
and grief spread throughout the game. 
Selene handles depression actively, if in-
directly, by battling the actual monsters 
inside her mind.

Mother protagonists are rare but they 
are not unheard of in video games, for 
example: Kara from Detroit: Become 
Human (Quantic Dream, 2018), Sal-
ly from We Happy Few (Compulsion 
Games, 2016); woman main character 
in Fallout 4 (Bethesda Game Studios, 
2015); Bayonetta in Bayonetta (Platinu-
mGames, 2009), Edith Finch in What 
Remains of Edith Finch (Giant Sparrow, 
2017). A middle aged mother who can 
kick ass in an action game is significant 
and opens the door to new possibilities 
in a genre and medium where mothers 
are not usually present or are relegated 
to supporting roles when they do ap-
pear. As mothers in games go, Selene is 
even more unique in the fact that she is 
not only a mother, but a bad one.

Selene can also be read as disabled wi-
thin the narrative frame, despite not 
being so gameplay-wise. As the end of 
the game is reached, we learn that the 
action scenes are not happening in the 
real world, but in her mind. Even more, 
she was in a car accident which led to 
the death of her son, Helios. It is clear 
that that loss has left her severely dep-
ressed, and while the extent of the phy-
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sical consequences are not clear, the 
wheelchair is a common motif in dif-
ferent scenes in the game. In the true 
ending of the game, Selene’s mother, 
Theia is shown in a wheelchair.

The game seems to be very interested 
in harming Selene. Not only will she die 
over and over, she will also experience 
many forms of physical and emotional 
pain throughout the game. Her moans 
of pain when grappled by tentacles are 
particularly gruesome. This pain caused 
upon Selene is expected when conside-
ring the death/rebirth tropes of the ro-
guelike genre, and the overall themes 
and narrative of the game itself, which 
focuses on the repetitive nature of grief 
and guilt. As we learn that all of the ac-
tion is taking place in Selene’s mind, in 
a way all the violence in the game could 
be interpreted as a metaphor for self-
harm, something made clearer when 
we see Selene shooting down her own 
ship. Mental health and self-harm are 
sensitive topics rarely approached in 
mainstream gaming and the choice of 
a triple-A game to address them, even if 
not explicitly, is a courageous one. 

It could be argued that the choice of 
a woman protagonist makes it easier 
for the audience to digest such topics; 
Carol Clover’s theory of the Final Girl 
mentions how a woman protagonist in 
horror movies can make it easier for the 
audience to experience feelings of pain 
and fragility. A few other games which 
explore themes of mental health also 
choose for women protagonists, such 
as Hellblade: Senua’s Sacrifice (Ninja 
Theory 2017), Life is Strange (Dontnod 
Entertainment 2015) and Gris (Nomada 
Studio 2018). It is important to note that 
this is not a criticism of such characters 
or games, as the exploration of these to-
pics and existence of these characters 
is a positive thing that expands precon-
ceptions about games. On the contrary, 

this might indicate a limitation in the 
way men are portrayed, attached to the 
sexist idea that men do not cry or feel 
emotions as strongly. 

Taking all that into consideration, as 
well as the complexity of the narrative 
and the way it is explored, the extent to 
which Selene’s pain follows the trope of 
women having to suffer pain and pu-
nishment in order to be allowed as ac-
tion heroes is not clear-cut but her rep-
resentation is multilayered.
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Make game characters 
more interesting, 
unique, diverse, and 
approachable

It is easy to miss the good news around 
these days when the information flow is 
massive, but one of the recent Bloom-
berg’s posts by Jason Schreier got my 
interest immediately with the title “Vi-
deo Games Are Slowly Opening Up to 
More Black Characters”.
Just reading the topic alone, I mumbled 
in my mind, “frickin’ finally!” 

Diversity comes in many shapes, colors 
and forms, and it has been very insight-
ful to be part of game making, where 
we, the developers, create these interes-
ting characters from scratch and have 
the power to affect how they turn out.

A couple of years ago, I wanted to un-
derstand more about what the mar-
ket thinks about character design, 
what the players need, and how we 
could improve our character diversity 
here at Nitro Games, so I made a study 
case.

Honestly, the results shocked me in 
many ways.

It became crystal clear to me how 
much the industry caters to the ste-
reotypes and how simple & doable re-
quests our players have to make them 
feel happy and considered. I analyzed 
hundreds of comments and feedback, 
which condensed into “normalizing 
normal things in games”.

We could make a drinking game out of 
stereotypes in games characters; “take 
a shot every time you see…

… an evil doctor with eyeglasses

… bikini armor on female

… US navy guy being toxic and arrogant

…You know the drill, so what can we do 
about this? 

My study revealed many significant ac-
tions that we developers can take to of-
fer more diverse characters with fewer 
stereotypes for our players! Here’s just a 
few to chew on!

Consider androgyne characters; plenty 
of my study’s comments highlighted 
that you often need to pick the busty 
babe or alpha male. Simple example: of-
ten you are allowed to pick either girl’s 
hair or guys hair, or have a muscular 
body only for the guys and thin torso for 
girls if you have a customized character 
builder – Why limit this? I won’t be tel-
ling you not to wear pink pants because 
it’s a “girls’ color.”

Disabilities and enchantments were 
highly requested – not in a funny car-
toony way but in a more relatable way: 
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eyeglasses, a hearing device, braces, 
cane – and one of the most request-
ed approaches was a character in a 
wheelchair! Regarding eyeglasses, the-
re were multiple mentions of the har-
mful swan storytelling that women can 
be pretty and beautiful only by remo-
ving the glasses. It’s all about norma-
lizing these instead of making only the 
evil geniuses or ugly ducklings wearing 
eyeglasses and, by doing so, reinforcing 
the stereotypes.

Shades and colors! At the time of the 
study, we thought we had nailed one 
example of a dark skin character, but 
in reality, we were far away from what 
we were trying to portray. The common 
ground for the feedback was that de-
velopers often go with the “coffee with 
milk” rather than ” dark coffee”, leaving 
out a vast population without character 
to relate to. The usual excuse is about 
the lightning and shaders of the game, 
which should be a positive challenge to 
be able to mimic realistic lightning and 
tones rather than a reason to do only 
fair-skinned characters.

Don’t be scared to do “coarse” charac-
ters; many respondents requested to 
see more options for crippled, harsh, 
ugly, old, and even mental illnesses in 
character design. And please, please 
please, in a more profound way, not an 
overly caricatured way.

Ever since the study, my eyes have been 
more open for expanding the traits of 
our characters and while we still have 
a lot to learn as a company, developers 
and artists; we were so happy to hear 
amazing feedback about some of our 
characters in a game that’s being deve-
loped. We organized a playtest session 
to mostly focus on the technical side of 
things such as movement and shooting, 
but the one thing that caught players 
eyes was our female character with afro 

hair. Our female testers mentioned this 
as a positive thing multiple times.
In addition we made one character wit-
hout a leg, having a mechanical leg ins-
tead, with some funny take on it as our 
game concept was a bit goofy and dys-
topian, with this choice, we were also 
able to give the character an unique idle 
animation.

For some inspiration, please take a look 
at Fallout 4’s scars and pimples in the 
character creation, Sucker Punch Pro-
ductions Sly Cooper series with Bentley 
in the wheelchair or Supergiant Games 
Transistor for having character(s) like 
Bailey Gilande brought up as a great 
example of androgyne character.

When designing the next character, 
take a moment to challenge your team 
to think about what would make the 
character more interesting, unique, di-
verse, and approachable? What would 
it take to make it memorable and even 
cosplayable! 
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Gender-based 
violence against 
women  characters

As our large-scale analysis showed, vi-
olence is a common feature found in 
Finnish action games, just like in most 
other contemporary video games of the 
same genre, so it shouldn’t come as a 
surprise that all six examined games 
depict or incorporate some form of vi-
olence, be it explicitly depicted in video 
or audio materials or implied in the ga-
me’s story.

Considering that violence can be re-
cognized as one of the key game me-
chanics of action games, violent acts 
that were found in our examined ga-
mes were mostly dealing and taking 
damage, fighting enemies and dest-
roying objects. Four games in our ana-
lysis (Control, Ignis Universia, Raanaa 
and Returnal) included women prota-
gonists and the violent actions found 
in these games were examples of com-
bats between women heroes and their 
enemies with the players’ main objec-
tives to fight supernatural forces, bring 
order and/or save the world. The game 
Small Town Murders, however, which 
is neither an action nor a shooter, but 
a puzzle game, was not violent by de-
finition but nevertheless stood out as a 
special example in our findings due to 
the overarching theme of murder and 
solving mysterious death cases as the 
main parts of the game’s story. The sixth 
game we analysed, Your Royal Gayness, 
did not contain any explicit forms of vi-

olence; violence was hinted through di-
alogue options such as controlling an 
army or deciding on the fate of grand-
mas attacked by wolves, among others.

It is worth noting that some other ga-
mes included in our large-scale analy-
sis of Finnish games released from 2018 
to 2020 may also include some forms 
of gender-based violence that we may 
have missed due to not playing through 
all the games, and are thus excluded 
from this analysis. In the same vein, be-
cause different forms of violence are so 
prevalent in games, and some forms of 
gender-based violence are very difficult 
to detect, this is a challenging theme to 
examine in digital games.

Violence against women is “a violation 
of human rights and a form of discrimi-
nation against women and shall mean 
all acts of gender-based violence that 
result in, or are likely to result in physi-
cal harm, sexual harm, sychological, or 
economic harm or suffering to women“ 
(European Commission, n.d.). We inspe-
cted aspects of gender-based violence 
and violence against women characters 
from different perspectives, namely by 
looking at both images and visual port-
rayals as well as dialogues and narrati-
ve. The questions we asked were: which 
forms of violence are directed towards 
women characters, are women charac-
ters only receivers of violent actions or 

16/12/2021 BY ANTONIO RODRIGUES, NEVENA SIĆEVIĆ

Gender-based violence against women characters



also providers, are there pornographic 
images or sexualized views on violen-
ce in video or audio materials (such as 
the existence of sexualized screams and 
moanings, overemphasized feminine 
body features and voyeuristic camera 
angles focused on specific parts of wo-
men’s bodies).

Positively, gender-based violence 
against women was not used as a cent-
ral mechanic in any of the analyzed 
games (meaning that no game favo-
red violent actions directed at women 
characters specifically because of their 
gender). However, as mentioned in the 
previous segments of the article, speci-
fic examples of aspects or features re-
lated to gender-based violence against 
women characters were found in some 
of the examined games, as isolated 
examples in some and more systemati-
cally implemented in others.

Based on our analysis, there are three 
key areas in which features related to 
gender-based violence against women 
characters were found and can be dis-
cussed: 

1. sexualization and objectification 
of women characters;

2. women characters as 
participants and targets 
of violent actions; and

3. misogynistic speech 
about women antagonists.

Considering that the area of sexualiza-
tion and objectification of women cha-
racters has already been mentioned as 
an important aspect in the previous ar-
ticle on women character representati-
on, it won’t be discussed again. Instead, 
we will proceed to discuss the remai-
ning two areas.

Women characters as participants
 and targets of violent actions

Looking into the existence and the fea-
tures of gender-based violence in ga-
mes requires the person to pay atten-
tion to the context of the game world 
and to understand the setting in which 
the game was created. If a woman cha-
racter is a protagonist in an action game 
or a shooter, she is very likely to be a tar-
get of violent actions made by her an-
tagonists. Through the history of video 
games, popular franchises with lead 
woman characters have indulged in vi-
olent punishments for them, as can be 
seen throughout the Tomb Raider (Core 
Design & Crystal Dynamics 1996-pre-
sent), Metroid (Nintendo 1986-2017) and 
Resident Evil (Capcom 1996-present) se-
ries, as well as in the more recent The 
Last of Us 2 (Naughty Dog 2020). This 
can be understood as an aspect of the 
male gaze, which often seeks to punish 
women shown on the screen. Three ga-
mes from our analysis – Control, Ignis 
Universia and Returnal – are represen-
tatives of the same game genres, howe-
ver, their women protagonists are not 
only the targets (i.e. receivers) of violen-
ce but they are actively participating in 
these actions. They are equally trying to 
counter the enemies and find ways to 
defeat them in order to progress in their 
objectives.

When it came to violence, the gender 
of the characters did not seem to have 
been put out in the foreground. In ot-
her words, if we would exchange the 
woman protagonist with an imaginary 
man one, we wouldn’t be able to find 
any aspects which would explicitly sta-
te that the violent actions which were 
targeted towards women protagonists 
would be gender based. When it co-
mes to the audio effects, however, the 
example of Selene Vassos in the game 
Returnal stood out. When the player 
comes too close to the tentacle-mons-
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ter hanging from the ceiling in the first 
biome, Selene will express a grueso-
me moaning-like scream while being 
sucked into it and pulled up from the 
ground. It is left to wonder whether a 
man character would have the same 
moaning reaction in this situation.

The famous “damsel-in-distress” trope 
(i.e. a woman who is captured and who 
is waiting to be rescued, most often by 
a man) is another example of common 
misrepresentations of women charac-
ters which the examined Finnish games 
seem to have successfully overcome. 
In the story of Raanaa, the Goddesses 
were captured by evil spirits; they were, 
however, not saved by a man, but by a 
young girl. Bonnie Pirello of Small Town 
Murders, in an attempt to run away 
from her mobster husband, firstly tried 
to defend herself in an armed conflict, 
and later on, after being put under po-
lice’s protection, teamed up with anot-
her woman, the game’s protagonist 
Nora, in a dangerous act of disguise and 
tricking her attacker.

Seeing the attack on Bonnie and rea-
ding about the reasons behind her es-
cape, there were hints which could lead 
towards the conclusion that Bonnie was 
a victim of gender-based violence per-
petrated by her husband. However, we 
don’t know much about Bonnie’s his-
tory  nor did the examined levels provi-
de much information about the nature 
of her relationship with her husband. 
What can be stated, though, about Bon-
nie’s character is that the game did not 
represent her as a victim. On the contra-
ry, she was introduced as someone who 
is not afraid and who could take care 
of herself, which was clearly defying 
the aforementioned damsel-in-distress 
trope.

Misogynistic speech about 
women antagonists

As already stated in a previous part of 
this article series, when analyzing the 
representation of women characters in 
games it is not only important whet-
her women characters speak and are 
spoken to, but it is also important how 
they are spoken of. The use of offensive 
language directed towards women cha-
racters, especially when it comes to wo-
men enemies and antagonists, is largely 
present in games, is used to emphasize 
the antagonism between the charac-
ters and often manifests in misogynis-
tic ways men characters speak about or 
act towards them (relevant examples 
and perspectives about this can also be 
found in Sarah Stang’s speech about 
women monstrosities in games).

In our examined games, there were two 
examples of misogynistic speech about 
women antagonists, namely in Small 
Town Murders and Ignis Universia. It is 
important to note that these examples 
were not only directed towards the main 
antagonist of the game (making them 
a crucial story feature, such as in Ignis 
Universia where the man character spo-
ke about the “ugly head of the dread 
wizardess Galgatax” who brought peril 
to the world), but also towards less cent-
ral characters which for some players 
might go unnoticed. This is the case of 
Elizabeth Higgins (Small Town Murders) 
who was, after her death, referred to by 
her son Jimmy as “that wretched old 
hag”, which is a misogynistic term often 
used in contemporary language as a 
means to offend or degrade women, re-
ferring to “an ugly, slatternly, or evil-loo-
king old woman” (Merriam-Webster 
dictionary, n.d.).

Although the examples of misogynis-
tic and other degrading language to-
wards women characters found in our 
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analysis were rare and were used as an 
attempt to emphasize the antagonism 
between the characters, such represen-
tation is nevertheless dangerous and 
could contribute to the harmful usage 
of language which showcases women 
as characters that deserve disciplining 
and punishment.

Conclusion to the Blog Series 
on Representation of Women 
Characters and Character 
Diversity in Finnish Games

The aim of this analysis was to examine 
and to highlight good practice examples 
which contribute to the development 
of complex, multifaceted and brilliant 
female characters who have full agen-
cy, who are not represented as one-si-
ded stereotypes or only seen as merely 
a representative of their gender. The six 
examined Finnish games offer a great 
deal of positive examples regarding the 
representation of women characters 
as well as character diversity. Possib-
ly the biggest variety of good practice 
examples could be found in the ways 
the games addressed the women cha-
racters’ backgrounds and participation; 
this was both the case among the big 
titles as well as less known games. The 
women in these games are accomplis-
hed characters whose actions are de-
termined based on their professions or 
skills: they are in positions of power and 
their actions influence the course of the 
story.

However, there are areas in which imp-
rovements can be made. Firstly, women 
characters in Finnish games are often 
objectified and sexualized in terms of vi-
sual, aural or narrative-based elements. 
Secondly, the women antagonists are 
gendered through the use of misogy-
nistic language and offensive attributes 
aimed towards them. With the dissemi-
nation of the results, and furthermore 

with the upcoming activities in the pro-
ject, we aim to bring these examples to 
the surface and engage in a meaning-
ful discussion with the games studios 
about possible obstacles and challen-
ges they face in developing diverse cha-
racters in their games and how these 
can be overcome.

Some of these aspects were already 
mentioned in our articles; we found 
examples of diverse characters not only 
in regards to gender but also in sexuali-
ty, culture, roles and mental health. 
These cases have been discussed and 
highlighted as examples of good prac-
tices in character creation.
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In games 
I can be free to 
express myself

I have played video games for most of 
my life. It’s a way to relax, to unwind, and 
forget about the rest of the world for a 
while. As a child, besides having fun, 
thanks to video games my coordinati-
on skills and language skills improved, 
and I spent time with family and friends 
while playing multiplayer games. Even 
nowadays my family and I sometimes 
pull up our Wii console and have a few 
rounds of bowling.

In upper secondary, I realized I am in-
terested romantically in women, but 
it took until I was 20 to find words for 
my gender identity. Now that I have the 
words, though, it explains certain things 
and feelings even from childhood. I lo-
ved when games had girls and women 
as characters, but often I felt more com-
fortable playing as boys or men. When 
playable characters had the same skills, I 
would rather play with male characters. 
Of course, since most often the games 
I played as a child were adapted from 
series, the aspect of favourite characters 
came into play as well.

The first game I played that had a gen-
der-nonconforming character you play 
as was Undertale. The happy feeling it 
gave me is hard to describe. The fans on 
the Internet using they/them pronouns 
for the character was euphoric.

Whenever it’s possible to choose the 
character, I like to go with alternative 
styles, preferably androgynous charac-
ters, if the character is spoken to. In Gui-
tar Hero for example, I always went with 
the cute girl with colorful hair, since the 
character is more of an avatar while you 
play, someone you watch, and not so-
meone you necessarily are in the game. 
Unlike in Final Fantasy XIV: A Realm Re-
born, a game I have been playing for a 
few years now, my first MMORPG, and 
such a good one, even with the scary 
multiplayer aspect.

The race I played with originally in FF-
XIV was Lalafell. They are tiny, and quite 
androgynous. The only way to know for 
sure if the character model is male or 
female, is to ask the player, or if the cha-
racter is wearing a gender locked outfit. 
And quite often, no one really cared to 
ask, because what matters is how you 
play: being kind to others, doing your 
best, and having fun. The only time I 
was asked was when I was hanging out 
with another Lalafell player, and he as-
ked. But thanks to the safe environment 
the community had, and still has, I felt 
safe to tell that my character model is 
male, but the player is nonbinary. And 
then I joined the Free Company the La-
lafell was in. Nowadays I play as a Viera 
male, so essentially a bunny boy. Whi-
le Lalafell was fun, I knew I would love 
Viera a lot as well. Some clothes look 
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so much better, I can finally wear thigh 
boots comfortably!

At one point I made a Viera female to 
play the story from the beginning, but 
quickly realized I had to change the 
character to male. In the game when 
talking to NPCs, your character is refe-
rred to with pronouns, and feminine 
pronouns even in game made me feel 
dysphoric. On the other hand, it’s good 
to know it made me react, so I know to 
avoid playing characters who use she/
her for the time being when I have a 
choice.

Dressing up the characters is one of my 
favourite things in games. In The Sims 
4 I have at least three outfits per cha-
racter for their daily wear, and since the 
latest update I have 20 glamour plates 
in FFXIV! Many options to play with clo-
thing, especially thanks to some gender 
locked outfits being available to everyo-
ne now. It’s fun playing with traditional-
ly feminine or masculine clothes, since 
in real life I like to do the same. It doesn’t 
make me any less trans if I choose to 
wear a ruffled dress. While in daily life I 
most often try to wear either masculine 
or androgynous clothes so I will have a 
smaller risk of getting misgendered, in 
games I can be free to express myself.
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What is gender-based 
violence in games?

Video game violence has been the topic 
of intense discussions for a long time, 
but gender-based violence has not been 
a part of this debate. That was reflected 
in comments we obtained from game 
developers when we began our Gender 
in Play project. The commentators con-
sidered whether gender-based violence 
applies to fighting female protagonists 
in action games or female fighters in 
fighting games. To address this discus-
sion, we specify what gender-based vi-
olence includes the following:

• Physical violence against women or 
gender minorities due to their gender.

• Sexualisation and objectification of 
a body, like pornographic images or 
sexualised views on violence in video or 
audio materials, overemphasised femi-
nine body features, voyeuristic camera 
angles focused on private parts of bo-
dies, and sexualised screams and moa-
ning.

• Misogynistic speech: the use of offensi-
ve language directed towards one gen-
der.

• Silencing in dialogues and narrative. 
Do certain characters speak and are 
they spoken to? How many lines do they 
have compared to other characters?

• Not to incorporate similar develop-
ment options for characters of certain 
gender

• Repeating negative stereotypes in 
character design, like the concept of a 
“weaker gender”, damsel-in-distress, 
and “exotic sexy savages”.

In our study, gender-based violence did 
not include physical violence against 
female protagonists when the female 
characters had full agency, were able to 
develop their skills equally to their male 
counterparts, were as likely to be the 
saviours as men, and were not repre-
sented as one-sided stereotypes or only 
seen as merely a representative of their 
gender (Rodrigues & Sićević 2021b).

We planned to include an analysis of 
gender-based violence in our quanti-
tative research, but came to the con-
clusion that it was hard to recognise 
gender-based violence in games just 
by looking at the marketing materials 
provided, gameplay videos, or short ga-
meplay (Rodrigues & Sićević 2021a).

Gender-based violence in games, if not 
blatant, is well hidden in structures, as in 
everyday life. Looking into the existence 
and the features of gender-based violen-
ce in games requires the person to pay at-
tention to the context of the game world 
and gameplay; that is, to play the game. 
To analyse that more in depth, we con-
ducted a qualitative study that included 
eight games where we took a deeper look 
at the different forms of gender-based vi-
olence. This can be read here: Gender-ba-
sed Violence against Women Characters.
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Diversity matters 
because you matter

“Strong, independent men are the per-
fect fantasy boys — the untouchable is 
always the most desirable.” This exact 
quote has never been given. We don’t 
hear this kind of description of men.

Originally, the quote was by character 
designer Toby Gard in an interview in 
1997 about his work, video game cha-
racter Lara Croft. The creator referring to 
Lara this way is a good example of a Male 
Gaze point of view. The world has chan-
ged from the interview’s era, but Lara is 
still, to this day, an iconic example of a 
female video game protagonist. Howe-
ver, female characters in video games 
can be more than just a fantasy for men, 
as half the players are women.

Half the players are women. This was my 
mantra when I wrote my thesis about 
the value of female character diversity in 
video games. The player demographics 
get forgotten by the public and even by 
the game studios.

Girls have simply sat down with their 
households’ computers and consoles 
and played the same games as boys 
from the beginning of video game his-
tory. However, the archetype of a video 
game player is still a young adult male. 
Marketing has been targeted to boys, 
and game studios are built on cultures 
most suitable for men. Studies draw 
out the lack of diversity, and therefore 
research projects like Gender in Play 
by the We in Games Finland organisa-

tion are essential. Highlighting the core 
problems related to gender helps game 
studios to better understand their audi-
ence, so it’s a win-win.

The disparity between character diver-
sity and the audience eventually comes 
from the male emphasis on game in-
dustry employees, and most of all, crea-
tive leadership. Solving the puzzle of a 
modern female character is a task best 
given to designers who know femininity 
personally: female designers.

Instead of a burden to game studios, I 
see diversity as an exciting opportunity 
for the industry. It does need some extra 
effort, like finding ways to lure rock hard 
female talents to work in the studios. Di-
versity needs to be added to game com-
panies’ brand values and implemented 
in everyday work, starting from hiring 
diverse people to create cool diverse ga-
mes.

In my thesis, one of the peculiar findin-
gs is the sexism in character references: 
in commonly used character design 
handbooks, character sheets and online 
tutorials. Introductions to “How to crea-
te a conventional pretty face” lead to 
conventional female characters. Game 
artists use these references that repeat 
the narrow image of a female over and 
over again. Creating a new, out-of-the-
box female character needs pioneering 
work and discarding these outdated re-
ferences.
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Realistically, change is always slow. As a 
result of my thesis, and to help situations 
where design teams consist of mostly 
men, I created a design tool called the 
flip test. It works the same way as the re-
view of Toby Gard’s comment from the 
90s. In a nutshell, to see the flaws in the 
female character design progress, the 
whole concept of the character is flip-
ped from female to male. The character 
is then reviewed based on how it ap-
pears as a male and the team can make 
adjustments accordingly. Women are 
like men; they are humans, and when 
women are treated as humans, the re-
sulting video game character design 
feels relatable, regardless of the gender 
of the player.

I’m not suggesting characters like Lara 
Croft are better put to rest forever. The 
market has room for diversity without 
causing the demise of any characters. 
When we see female heroes in games 
with other qualities than just being a wo-
man, things like being funny, complex, 
loveable (not equivalent to sexy), even 
vulnerable, and having a reasonable 
appearance at the same time as being 
feminine, in the long run, more female 
talents will be attracted to work in ga-
mes, which then helps create a positive 
feedback loop to increase diversity.

I believe diversity in lead characters 
would help all people to enjoy games 
more, including men. The issues with 
male characters’ narrow representati-
on persist too, and that’s not forgetting 
how non-Caucasian characters are al-
most non-existent as video game pro-
tagonists.

Most of all, creating new female leads 
requires risk-taking from game publis-
hers. There is a profitable reward at the 
end though: standing firmly out from 
the crowd and making a ground-brea-
king, everlasting female hero. I can’t 
wait to see and play that game.
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Gender-based Violence 
in Games: Game 
Developers’ 
Perspectives

Gender in Play is a project by We in 
Games Finland and Council of Women 
of Finland that examines the character 
development and world-building with-
in Finnish games studios’ games from 
the perspective of gender equality and 
representation. The project runs 2021-
2022 and is funded by the Ministry of 
Justice.

Introduction
This article provides insight into how 
game developers reflect on gen-
der-based violence in games. It is based 
on interviews conducted as a part of the 
Gender in Play project among Finnish 
game studios and connects to a previ-
ous article resulting from this project on 
how gender-based violence is reflected 
in games made by Finnish developers 
(Rodrigues & Sićević 2021a).

Gender-based violence in games is not 
just about physical violence against 
women characters; it can be, for exam-
ple, sexualisation , misogynistic speech, 
silencing, or repeating negative stereo-
types about one gender or certain char-
acter types in a game. Recognising dif-
ferent forms of gender-based violence 
usually requires paying attention to the 
context of the game world and gameplay 
– that is, playing the game. For a more 
in-depth definition of gender-based vi-
olence in our project, please have a look 
at our article, “What is gender-based vi-
olence in games” (Myöhänen 2022).

Methodology
As part of the Gender in Play project, we 
interviewed Finnish game developers 
about diverse character development 
and gender-based violence in games. 

Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted in ten Finnish game studios 
during autumn 2021. Participants were 
selected based on a previous quanti-
tative study on Finnish games during 
2018-2020 (Rodrigues & Sićević 2021b), 
highlighting studios that seemed to 
put effort into character representation. 
Studio locations were evenly distribut-
ed throughout the country. The size of 
the game companies varied from small, 
publicly funded indie studios to the big-
gest players in the Finnish game indus-
try, and the size of their games ranged 
from small indie games to large-scale 
financial successes. Game platforms 
ranged from mobile to console and PC. 

With four of the interviews, two or more 
people from the game studio were pres-
ent,  making the number of participants 
16 persons. Their job titles included CEO, 
Creative Lead, Narrative Writer, and 
Game Designer. Interviewees identified 
as women, men, and transgender, with 
just over half identifying as women.

Six different interviewers conducted the 
interviews. Due to Covid-19, all interviews 
were conducted over Zoom or through 
a similar online tool, and recorded for 
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transcription purposes. Interviews last-
ed between 20 and 80 minutes, with 
the average length being roughly one 
hour.

Pseudonymised interviews were cod-
ed thematically. Parts containing dis-
cussion about gender-based violence 
were marked, analysed, and grouped; 
findings are presented in the upcoming 
chapters.

Does this study reflect the 
whole Finnish game industry?
The Finnish game industry consists of 
around 200 active game companies. The 
median number of studio employees is 
eight (8), the average being 25. (Neog-
ames 2021.) There are some game stu-
dios in Finland that employ more than 
100 people (this is considered as a large 
game company in the Finnish context), 
but most companies are labelled ‘small’ 
based on their headcount.

Based on the participant selection and 
small sampling, these interviews do 
not represent the whole Finnish game 
industry. Hence, any generalisations 
drawn from these results or depictions 
where these results are portrayed as 
representing the entire Finnish game 
industry should be cautiously made. 
However, there are some features in the 
results that might indicate some of the 
ideas are becoming more common. It is 
also worth noting that the interviewee 
selection includes some major players 
of the Finnish game industry, whose 
reachability is many times bigger than 
average.

Our interviewees had some common 
features worth highlighting. Most of the 
people interviewed were well-versed in 
questions about gender-based violence 
in games, especially when it came to 

physical violence against women or ste-
reotypical characterisation in games. All 
the people we interviewed intentionally 
tried to avoid stereotypical representa-
tions in their work, in general, giving a 
lot of thought to different character rep-
resentations. These and other themes 
raised in the interviews are presented in 
the following chapters.

Results
The themes rising from the interviews 
included four larger themes which 
break down into smaller sub-themes. 
The results and notions related to gen-
der-based violence from our interviews 
are divided into the following main 
chapters:

•	 Breaking harmful stereotypes

•	 Demarcation of real-world and 
	 game-world violence against gender

•	 Equal opportunities for 
	 all characters, even in death

•	 Writing gender-based violence 
	 in games

In the following, whenever it is not 
meaningful for the context, all inter-
viewees are referred to as “they” when 
their gender is not a matter of signifi-
cance.

Breaking harmful stereotypes 
All of our interviewees were well aware 
of character stereotypes that are typi-
cally used in games, and many felt an 
urge to break them. The reason most 
often mentioned for that urge was that 
breaking the stereotype would create 
more interesting and relatable char-
acters and narrative. If the interviewee 
was from a minority background, it was 
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relatively common to list this aim as an 
intentional goal.

”It would be easy to always go with the 
stereotype, but then it’s kind of more de-
licious and story-tellingly more interest-
ing to break the stereotype. If you create 
that stereotype, then you must break it 
at some point to turn it into a story. So, 
they can be used but it has to be done 
smartly. It must also be respectful, with 
a meaning to respect that source of the 
stereotype, or who that person is and 
what culture he or she is from.”

Stereotypes themselves are not harmful, 
as many of our interviewees noted. For 
example, in mobile games, it is import-
ant to create characters that are easy to 
grasp quickly, due to the nature of the 
platform and game types that are typ-
ical to mobile play. One AAA developer 
said that they do not want to play into 
harmful stereotypes, but they use a lot 
of stereotypes and tropes in design by 
subverting them or using them for ef-
fect rather than as the basis for a whole 
character. However, almost everyone 
repeated that they intentionally tried to 
avoid harmful stereotypes which have a 
negative impact on a certain group of 
people.

The interviewees’ aim in recognising 
and using the stereotypes was not just 
to turn the character representations 
upside down, but to also find some 
depth and interesting storylines for 
their characters to develop.

”When you write and think about those 
different characters, you don’t always 
even realise what those stereotypes 
[you are using] are, and still they are 
always there to be found. It’s a huge 
source of inspiration for you when you 
realize what those stereotypes are. How 
can I turn this other way around? How 
can I make something great out of this 

and at the same time make people 
think, ‘well, this is not the typical case 
now’? ‘How have I always thought this 
needs to be the case’?”

Yet another damsel-in-distress

Among gender-based stereotypes, the 
damsel-in-distress is perhaps referred 
to the most in games. It also raised most 
anticipation among the interviewees. 
One man producer wrapped up the feel-
ing: “I was terribly tired of these princess 
characters myself as there was, in every 
game, a princess with flowing hem who 
was just smiling.” One woman narrative 
writer thought aloud: “If I would do a 
princess that needs to be saved, I would 
rather do… actually, I have written one 
princess in a game that needed saving. 
It was a man.” These developers wanted 
to create independent women charac-
ters that are capable of acting and solv-
ing game quizzes, but even more than 
that, the character had to have some 
dimensions. “A paper-thin represen-
tation” of a damsel-in-distress was not 
enough, as one interviewee concluded. 

Amazonians, a new norm?

Opposite to a helpless princess, at the 
other end of the spectrum, is women 
who are represented as great warriors. 
This was noted in several interviews, 
with one narrative writer describing 
that phenomenon as follows: 

”The role of women and the represen-
tation of women in games has plucked 
us and me so much. The fact that wom-
en are always Amazons. They are war-
riors and tomb raiders. They have su-
per-trimmed bodies and so forth. They 
are always forced to be either a warrior 
or a prostitute – or a witch. It largely fol-
lows that teenage boy fantasy selec-
tion.”
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Some interviewees stated openly that 
representing women as warriors is not 
necessarily a good thing. As one inter-
viewee pointed out, “We do not want to 
give an impression that the only way to 
be cool and valid is to be a soldier or have 
a masculine role”, continuing, “That’s 
why it was really important to also have 
cool feminine characters”. 

Still sexy b*tches

Hypersexualised women characters 
have been under discussion quite a lot, 
and continue to be. Our interviewees 
stated clearly that it is not the way they 
are interested in continuing.

”We had that conversation about how 
sexy and all these characters are. That 
it would be an easy solution that let’s 
make these now insanely sexy and sell 
this game to men. But that was the line 
again we didn’t want, as the company, 
to cross.”

Previous qualitative research conduct-
ed in this project showed that the wom-
an protagonists of the examined games 
were not dressed in extremely revealing 
outfits (Rodrigues & Sićević 2021b). Still, 
there is some pressure to use feminine 
outfits for woman characters. In a simi-
lar tone, one of our interviewees asked 
whether a woman soldier would have 
time to apply perfect makeup while in 
the middle of a war. 

One game developer shared their worry 
about how stylised, young, and beautiful 
woman characters can alienate players 
from the real world and create unrealis-
tic expectations of real women, thereby 
paving the road to objectification. 

”My interest here is how some game 
characters, for example, manga char-
acters or even game characters in 
general, alienate those who play those 

games from the reality of what a wom-
an is. I think it’s kind of more complicat-
ed violence against women.”

Body as a battleground

As in real life, women’s bodies in games 
are expected to follow a specific stan-
dard. One game developer listed the re-
quirements for a woman game charac-
ter: she should have an hourglass figure, 
a beautiful little chin, big lips and big 
eyes, long lashes, and pretty hair. Any-
thing breaking this body type will face, if 
not resistance, then at least questioning. 

”In the early part of the project, when 
there were just plans for what the main 
character would look like, there was 
also feedback from the team about 
how one can define that it is a wom-
an, since the body does not look like 
a woman’s body. It’s not very shape-
ly. [Our character] has relatively wide 
shoulders and no makeup and is old 
and so on. I needed to tough it out that 
it is a woman, even if it lacks these so-
called typical features.”

The body types or other visible issues 
were also discussed in terms of game 
villains. “Why do the bad ones always 
have scars or a certain kind of clothes”, 
wondered one game developer who 
then thought about how seeing a scar 
as the trademark of an evil character 
may hurt people carrying scars in real 
life. These stigmas were something of 
which our interviewees were aware.

Is there a gender-based personality?

It is not only the body that should fol-
low the stereotyping rules – personal-
ities should also do so. One developer 
reflected on the design process where 
they ended up making a forthright and 
saucy woman character, and a timid 
and quiet male character:
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”This character design process hap-
pened so long ago that [I cannot re-
member] was it even completely 
conscious. Partly it must have been 
conscious, but when it started to devel-
op, we noticed that this was going to 
be a lot of fun. We were just happy that, 
well, these all are personality traits that 
most certainly are not gender-specific 
in any way.”

One developer noted that personality 
traits are not gender-specific. Our in-
terviewees did not consider reproduc-
ing stereotypical feminine or mascu-
line personality types to be sustainable, 
partly because such characters were 
considered boring to play.

A good example of consciously trying to 
avoid reproducing personality stereo-
types was provided by one developer 
whose game had a character that was a 
sexual minority. The developer received 
player feedback praising them for not re-
peating the cliches attached to this mi-
nority. Another example of not repeating 
gender personality stereotypes can be 
seen in the character of Selena Vassos in 
the game Returnal from Housemarque 
(Rodrigues & Sićević, 2021d).

Limitations in representations

Our questions mainly addressed gen-
der, but it seemed equally important for 
some interviewees to break the harm-
ful ethnic stereotypes present and have 
their characters represent different eth-
nic backgrounds. 

Even though computer technology has 
advanced in huge leaps during recent 
years, it still creates challanges for some 
representations. Technical difficulties 
faced in supporting different ethnicities 
were mentioned: for example, a game 
engine’s lighting options might favour 
fair-skinned characters.

Some interviewees also discussed lan-
guage. English is the standard language 
in games, and for some indie developers, 
it might be impossible to include sever-
al languages in their games at a high 
enough quality. These technical and 
production budget reasons will hope-
fully be solved in the future through fur-
ther advancements in technology.

Demarcation of real-world 
and game-world violence 
against gender
In game making, the real-world and 
game-world violence might collide from 
both directions. How much should the 
fantasy be affected by the limitations 
of real-world patterns and vice versa, 
when it comes to something as serious 
as gender-based violence? Following 
are the viewpoints our interviewees ad-
dressed.

Bringing age realism into games

Several of our interviewees highlighted 
the need for realism related to the age of 
woman characters. Age discrimination 
exists in games (Rodrigues & Sićević, 
2021a), and characters that are suppos-
edly older still tend to look remarkably 
young. As one of our interviewees men-
tioned:

”… And to avoid that, the character is 
visibly rejuvenated at that point. I’m 
for this idea that if there is a woman in 
her fifties, goddamn sure she already 
has wrinkles at this point, and you can’t 
get over it. She can’t be visualized as a 
30-something fresh face. And if some-
one manages to be a fresh face in their 
thirties, they at least have eye bags and 
similar.”
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Another interviewee mentioned how it 
would be absurd to have a military lead-
er that looks 18 years old, because this 
position would require experience and 
that explicitly equates to a higher age. 
Yet another game developer was slight-
ly devastated as their player feedback 
showed how players relate more with 
an older secondary character than the 
younger main character.

Representation 
versus reality

A different angle to realism is how much 
it can be bent in games to favour gen-
der representation. This was especially 
the case with games based on particu-
lar historical times or cultures. A game 
is not a history book, as one game de-
veloper stated: even when the game is 
based on history, it is still pure fantasy.

Another interviewee analysed the same 
topic from a cultural perspective. They 
noted that  the culture their game was 
set in—the interviewee’s culture—had 
distinctive gender roles, but there were 
real-life examples of how these roles 
were broken, with women doing men’s 
jobs, for example. This developer saw no 
issue in breaking similar boundaries in 
their game.

The question of realism also applies to 
instances when a game maker has to 
consider how much their game should 
include violence that is typical in real 
life. Should the real world violence be 
reflected in games, if the game charac-
ter would most likely encounter it in real 
life, or that is essential for understand-
ing character’s experience?

This case was discussed in-depth in one 
of our interviews: the game depicted a 
real place and time and the game char-
acter represented a minority gender 
that faced a constant threat of physical 

and psychological violence just because 
of their gender. The violence was not a 
core aspect of the game, but excluding 
the violence could create toxic positivity 
and distort the reality too far.

Women can be 
violent, too

In real life, women can be violent, too, 
yet stereotypes or idealised images 
might imply otherwise. One game de-
veloper received player feedback about 
having woman soldiers in games, even 
though this was, in this case, also his-
torically correct. Similarly, another 
game developer had negative player 
feedback on women acting violently in 
their game, even though the game had 
its roots in real-life events. Yet another 
game developer noted how represen-
tatives of the feminist movement were 
violent against transgender persons at 
a certain time in history, raising a ques-
tion if that is something that should be 
included or excluded from game words.

Harmful player 
feedback

One less discussed phenomenon con-
cerning game-related violence is inten-
tionally harmful or threatening play-
er feedback, and how much it affects 
game development. Some players 
might fiercely harass game develop-
ers, if they do not like some aspects of 
the game. This process is well known by 
game developers, as phrased by one of 
our interviewees:

”Not everyone dares to bring [diverse 
game characters] to market, or they 
bend to make the character as a fem-
inine woman in order not to raise any 
conflicts with the audience.”

Some interviewees mentioned about 
comments they got of their characters. 
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The comments were related to women 
being feminine enough; homophobic 
comments about homosexual char-
acters; comments about women act-
ing violently in the games; remarks 
about ethnic minorities in the game; 
and woman characters not being sexy 
enough. Still, many interviewees were 
almost surprised by how few negative 
comments their diverse characters had 
attracted.

Equal opportunities for all 
characters – even in death
The interviewees were also asked 
whether characters receive different 
treatment based on their gender in the 
game studio’s games. One form of psy-
chological gender-based violence in 
games is choosing not to incorporate 
similar development options for certain 
characters that make those characters 
weaker and would not encourage play-
ers to select them. Historically this was 
the case with women characters. Char-
acters might have different skills, but it 
takes careful balancing to give all char-
acters equal opportunities to succeed 
and develop in games. 

Equal opportunities for every character 
to develop appeared to be something 
that game studios have considered. The 
impact of cultural conventions was not-
ed, and many actively tried to challenge 
their thought processes when design-
ing characters, like the following indie 
studio leader and designer pointed out:

”That’s the goal. Of course, it’s difficult 
to completely escape the way that soci-
ety has sort of brainwashed us to think 
less of many female characters, but 
I think it is important to try to actively 
combat those preconceptions that you 
might have of what a female character 
should be like and what a male charac-

ter should be like. But yeah, of course the 
goal is that all of the characters have 
the same opportunities to develop.”

Publishers for gender 
inequity

Sometimes it was not just questioning 
one’s own biases, but questioning the 
attitudes of other remarkable instanc-
es influencing the game content. One 
game developer expressed how they 
had to defend the decision for equal de-
velopment opportunities for all game 
characters to their publisher, and ex-
plain to the publisher that it was exact-
ly their intention and how they wanted 
the game to be.

A publisher might gain considerable 
power over the game’s content. When 
the publisher finances the entire game 
development process, the game com-
pany’s funding is tied to milestones that 
the publisher needs to approve. A pub-
lisher’s opinion is not irrelevant to that 
game company, since that might mean 
delays in milestone payments.

In some cases, the publisher might af-
fect gender representation on a larger 
scale. One of our interviewees stated 
the following:

”Previously, we made an offer for this 
[similar kind of game they had pub-
lished later]. One reason for rejection 
was that we had a girl main charac-
ter. Boy players don’t perceive it as a 
character they would engage and that 
drives away boy players, even our girl 
character was very tomboyish and a 
fully qualified action character! Ap-
parently, gender-based upbringing is 
still strong, even though the situation 
has improved considerably in recent 
decades. But it is still there, the neces-
sity to think about whether the players 
agree. Well, the girls agree to play with 
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every character. They don’t have any 
problems. But raising boys is a bit like… 
you’re girly and tit-cheeky and similar, 
if you play with a girl character or play 
with girl dolls.”

Equal opportunities do not 
mean similar treatment for all

One of our interviewees, who had cre-
ated significantly diverse characters in 
their game, pointed out that it might 
sometimes be necessary for the game-
play to have some differences in how 
the characters are treated. When asked 
if they think that woman characters 
receive different treatment than man 
characters in their games, they an-
swered:

”That is an interesting question.[--] 
That’s maybe not always even a good 
thing. In some cases, it’s very good to not 
sort of do things differently based on the 
character’s gender, but there are some 
considerations [--]. It’s good to keep in 
mind stereotypes and everything, when 
you’re working on the game, so you can 
avoid them in cases where it’s going to 
be harmful, and I guess that’s one of the 
reasons. And also, in a game that ac-
tually is about exploring how the world 
treats, for example, sexual minorities or 
people of different genders. It is import-
ant to know those differences.” 

Another developer explained how, in 
their games, they put extra effort into 
woman characters and their treatment, 
even to the extent that woman char-
acters might get nicer treatment than 
men. 

Best practices: 
keep the list

Best practices are the topic of our next 
upcoming article, but one deserves to 
be mentioned here.

If the game has plenty of playable char-
acters, some developers have come to 
the solution of keeping a list of character 
qualifications that includes features like 
gender, ethnicity, body type, or such, to 
make sure that there is a diverse repre-
sentation in games. In one case, the list 
included the deaths of side characters 
in order to avoid certain genders or eth-
nicities being numerically over-repre-
sented in death.

Writing gender-based 
violence in games
One of our interview questions was 
whether gender-based violence in 
games has been a topic of discussion in 
the game studio. 

Our interviewees claimed that gen-
der-based violence was rarely discussed 
formally in the studios, but there seems 
to be informal discussions between cre-
atives in companies about the topic. 
Some interviewees presented that there 
was no need for such discussion, mostly 
because their studio did not make vio-
lent games, their design team had rep-
resentation of various forms of diversity, 
or they already monitored their produc-
tion in order to avoid misogynistic or 
otherwise hateful actions against cer-
tain game characters. 

The trust of certain individuals in a com-
pany, or in a design team, to notify a 
possible act of violence against a cer-
tain group of people was eminent. It 
is important to note that even though 
such reporting is good work practice, it 
would be even better to discuss these 
practices openly. It can be a heavy extra 
task for one person to check and follow 
possible violations of violence against 
certain, or several, groups of people. 
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Related to physical violence, there were 
tendencies to avoid placing women 
antagonists in action games and, on a 
larger scale, to represent antagonists as 
para-natural or otherworldly forces to 
avoid murdering humans.

How would you feel about doing 
violence for a living?

Drawing or designing violent games, 
or hypersexualised characters, for liv-
ing might not feel emotionally good 
for some game industry employees. It 
should be clear that if the game’s con-
tent makes an employee feel awkward, 
and they feel unable to work with the 
topic, they should not be forced to do so. 
There is still too little information on this 
issue too, but as in every case, making 
a generalisation might be misleading. 
As one of our interviewees mentioned: 
“I like to play around gloomy stuff be-
cause my life is pretty joyful and happy 
after all. So in a way, I use that as an op-
portunity to safely research those dark-
er sides.”

The shadow of Lara Croft

Lara Croft was mentioned various times 
in our interviews. It was an extra ques-
tion at the end of the interview; howev-
er, Lara was also mentioned many times 
spontaneously during the interviews. A 
typical example of this was pointing out 
that when a woman protagonist in an 
action game dies in-game, Lara Croft 
-kind of deaths that execrate or sexual-
ize the event should be avoided. 

Being the first notable woman protag-
onist, it might be that Lara Croft has set 
some long-standing standards of do’s 
and don’ts in woman game character 
design (see also Jenni Varila’s article 
“Diversity matters because you mat-
ter”). But many of the studio creatives 
we interviewed had several good exam-

ples of more relatable, more interesting 
characters who would set even better 
benchmarks when creating a game 
with a women lead character.

Conclusion
In this article, we have covered how 
game makers construct and under-
stand different aspects of gender-based 
violence in their games. We specifical-
ly wanted to understand how different 
forms of violence were considered and 
discussed by game developers who 
have included women main charac-
ters, or other characters representing 
minorities among game characters, in 
their games. 

The developers interviewed were aware 
of different aspects of gender-based vi-
olence, and they considered many as-
pect of gender-based violence when 
developing the character. Although dis-
cussions around gender-based violence 
were rarely part of the development 
process’s formal agenda, they were dis-
cussed within the development pro-
cess. All of our interviewees were very 
much aware of stereotypes and over-
sexualised women characters, and took 
into account several intersectional lay-
ers too.

Our interviewees saw room for improv-
ing character design in games, but on 
their behalf, they did their part in mak-
ing game characters more diverse and 
equal. As one of our interviewees con-
cluded:

“Our actions will likely change the way 
these things are experienced. If we, 
and enough other developers, diversi-
fy our designs, even the louder critics 
will eventually get used to the fact that 
noticeable breasts, for example, aren’t 
always mandatory in female character 
designs.”
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Best practices for 
creating diverse 
characters

This article summarises the best prac-
tices for creating more diverse charac-
ters from Finnish game studios’ inter-
views conducted as a part of the Gender 
in Play project.

•	 If you wish to learn more about the 
	 basis of the interviews, please look for
 	 our previous article, “Gender-Based 	
	 Violence in Games: Game Developers’ 	
	 Perspectives“, and refer to the chapter 	
	 ‘Methodology’.

•	 If you wonder why you should create 	
	 more diverse characters, please 
	 continue reading.

•	 If you already know why and are simply 
	 interested in tips, jump straight to 
	 developers’ tips for creating more 
	 diverse characters.

Why bother making more 
diverse characters?
The main reason is because players 
would like to play using more diverse 
characters.

40 % of players in the U.S. prefer full cha-
racter customisation, and most choose 
characters that resemble them. Half of 
the players want companies to take a 
stance on social causes (1).

A highly diverse audience plays games. 
Accoring to NewZoo report, 46 % of 

players in the U.S. and U.K are women, 
20 % are Latinx, 16 % are LGBTQIA+, and 
31 % have a disability, often related to 
mental health. Similar numbers can be 
found from different sources, casually 
women making about half of the player 
base (2).

Another very good reason is to consider 
how you, as a game maker, can influen-
ce the world.

Being the most profitable entertainme-
nt industry in the world, 3,5 times more 
valuable than movies, games have a 
huge possibility to affect worldviews 
and either build or break stereotypes 
(3). Research made in the film industry 
has shown that stereotypes repeated 
by media do not only affect the attitu-
des of others but also the self-image of 
those belonging to that group (4). If so-
meone like you is always presented as a 
helpless princess or an enemy, that can 
have consequences on how you view 
yourself and how others treat you.

How well are game companies scoring 
on making more diverse characters?

Previous research studying game cha-
racters’ representation has demonstrat-
ed that the most typical game charac-
ter is a white man. Numbers tell the 
same: according to Statista, in the year 
2020, 23 % of game protagonists were 
men, 18 % women, 3 % non-binary cha-
racters, and 54 % of games had multiple 
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options. Four years prior, women cha-
racters were only 2 %, and nonbinary 
genders did not exist. The year 2019 stu-
dy of game protagonist by gender from 
E3, a major gaming event, listed only 5 
% of female game protagonists and 2 % 
gender-ambiguous, compared to 22 % 
of male protagonists.

Best practices for making diverse 
characters, developers’ tips

All quotes are from the Gender in Play 
interviews, where we interviewed Fin-
nish game developers about diverse 
character development and gender-ba-
sed violence in games. 
Aim for diverse characters

When there is a will, there is a way. Set-
ting the diversity of characters as a goal 
starts to guide the actions toward that. 
It might provoke some questions; for 
some of them, you can find the answers 
below.

Aim for a diverse narrative
 and design team

”Have [add here any aspect of diversi-
ty] people on your team! Because they 
are gonna have these experiences, and 
they can tell you whether something 
you have written for the game is belie-
vable and good and all of that stuff. And 
they can tell you if there’s something 
that’s like big yikes or a big problem.”

Team diversity is the easiest way to add 
diversity to characters as long as eve-
ryone on the team has the right to have 
their say and the diversity is valued. Ad-
ding more diversity to your team adds 
different opinions, experiences, and 
knowledge. A variety of opinions can 
bring great insight and value to game 
design.

”The cultural diversity is a challenge for 
us too. Everyone is native Finns, with 
very similar backgrounds, middle-class. 
If we go to a foreign culture, we have 
to be pretty careful, because we don’t 
have anyone who says that hey, have 
you considered this aspect? There is a 
danger in it that no one is going to say 
that to us.”

Have a look for Jenni Varila’s article “Di-
versity matters because you matter“. 
Varila calls for finding ways to lure rock 
hard female talents to work in the studi-
os article in order to add more diversity 
in women characters.

Consult the members 
of the community

If you can’t have enough diversity on 
your team, no problem! Consult the 
members of the community you are 
writing about. There are professionals 
offering consultancy services, councils 
that can help, and private people with 
first-hand experience and background 
in the culture for which you are writing.

”It really requires that you dare to ask 
and dare to contact and throw your-
self in, and possibly dare to hire someo-
ne who then belongs to that group of 
people.”

But please pay them for their consultation.

Disclaimer: If you are writing a space 
odyssey happening in a faraway future, 
in an alien land, it might be challenging 
to find anyone to consult. It is still pos-
sible to stay mindful of the story and 
characters, as shown by Housemarque 
in Returnal (2021).

Do the background research

If you are writing a game about exis-
ting culture, check the facts! Do not 
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rely on and repeat the existing, often 
ethnocentric stereotypes. Rather, seek 
a deeper understanding. Ask questions 
like “Why is this important?” and ”What 
is the aim?” Ask an expert if you are un-
sure; do not assume.

Respect your characters 
and their cultures

If your character represents an existing 
culture, and moreover, if it is a minority 
culture, respect the nature of the cultu-
re and your character. It does not mean 
that the game gets super serious, but 
you should know what is sacred to the 
culture. Once again, it helps if you have 
a person who is from the culture.

Do not just place diversity

While diversity issues have become 
more widely discussed, we have seen 
the rise of placing one character in the 
game that then represents diversity. Di-
verse characters should have their own 
story, role and reason to be in the game. 
Blackface is not okay anymore in real 
life, either.

Give players multiple options

Let players choose what kind of charac-
ters they would like to play! Nowadays, 
it is getting easier to create a game with 
a selection of protagonists or even to let 
the player build the character they like. 
Leave space in a game for the players 
to create and develop their characters. 
Collect data to determine what kind of 
characters your players prefer.

Double-check the 
gameplay and story

It is always a good idea to revisit your ga-
meplay and story regularly and seek for 
stereotypes and gender-based violence 
– it would be even better if you have so-

meone else doing this. Ideally, it could 
be someone who does not have similar 
background to your.

Make sure that all characters have 
similar possibilities to develop

They do not need to be exactly similar 
development options as that might be 
a bit boring, but there should be a pos-
sibility to win and advance to the same 
levels with every kind of character.

Ensure that the actions of charac-
ters representing minorities (women, 
non-binary persons, non-Western ethni-
city, sexual minorities) are important 
gameplay features on their own and not 
only necessary because they are aimed 
towards supporting men characters.

Take advantage of the body diversity

Not every woman, man, or non-binary 
person looks the same. We are diffe-
rent in our bodies, skin colours, height, 
weights, body decorations, disabilities, 
scars, and so many other levels. This 
kind of variety can strongly add to the 
personality of your characters and make 
them more relatable.

Use character diversity to 
create new game mechanics

Diversity can be a source of inspiration 
for game mechanics too. A few times 
in our interviews, Bentley, a turtle in a 
wheelchair from Sly Cooper was men-
tioned as a great example of creating a 
new kind of game mechanics and play 
experience. There is a vast amount of si-
milar new mechanics to be used.

Use randomly generated diverse 
characters when reasonable

When needed, randomly generated side 
characters celebrating a variety of ethnic 
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backgrounds and body types, clothes, 
hairstyles, and so forth can bring more va-
riety to your game. Still, it would be nice if 
the main character would not represent 
the most typical characters in games.

Collect ideas and feedback from 
everyone in the company

Collect game ideas from everyone in 
the company. Keep the idea box open; 
you never know what comes out. Crea-
te a company culture where it is okay to 
comment on others’ work in progress, 
and perform development reviews of-
ten, leaving space for everyone to com-
ment.

”It’s very important to us that everyone 
has a say. And everyone has a spark in 
that project.”

Coming up with new game ideas

When you want to make your next hit 
game, you should find interesting sto-
ries worth telling. Our interviewees hint-
ed at a couple of ideas: tell stories from a 
different perspective, break the stereo-
types and feel free to break historical or 
cultural facts – there have always been 
people who were breaking norms!

Endnotes:
1. For more information, please see the NewZoo’s recent article ‘Diversity, Equity & In-
clusion in Games: Gamers Want Less Toxicity in Games and Want Publishers to Take 
a Stance’ (link takes you to NewZoo’s page).

2. Statista (2022). Distribution of video gamers in the United States from 2006 to 2021, 
by gender. Available online at https://www.statista.com/statistics/232383/gender-
split-of-us-computer-and-video-gamers/.

3. For example Statista: Gaming: The Most Lucrative Entertainment Industry By Far. 
Available online at https://www.statista.com/chart/22392/global-revenue-of-select-
ed-entertainment-industry-sectors/.

4. For example Geena Davis Institute has made a various studies about the media 
representations and their cultural aspects, see https://seejane.org/. Their study “The 
Double-Edged Sword of Online Gaming: An Analysis of Masculinity in Video Games 
and the Gaming Community” shares similar findings than our research for Gender in 
Play project.
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