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Introduction


As videogames evolved over the last thirty years, they not only made a new pastime or leisure activity for a number of people, but also excluded certain demographics including females.  Videogames emerged as a social activity in bars where games like “Pong” were set up for two people to play at a time.  Console games later penetrated the market and people were able to play Atari in the privacy of the homes (Hunter, 2000).   Videogames quickly became gendered and marketed to males, causing female exclusion from the games (Bryce & Rutter, 2003).  Currently, playing videogames is seen as a boy’s activity and manufacturers have been slow to consider the market of computer and videogames for females.  Females are excluded from videogames at an early age because of the stereotypes of women and images portrayed in the games, the marketing techniques employed by the manufacturers, and the types of games that fill the videogame market.  But the market and attitudes are changing because of technological advancements, new marketing efforts to females, and images of strong women in media.
Review

Images in Videogames

Both men and women are represented with stereotypical images in computer and videogames.  Men are viewed as the more violent sex that enjoys blood, guts, vengeance, and glory (Williams, 2003).  Some researchers contend that males need to play videogames because they have a basic, testosterone-driven urge to be violent (Quittner, 1998).  In a character-based computer game, the characters are generally the hero (male), the villain, and the prize or person being rescued (female) (Kinder, 1996).  One study determined that out of 100 arcade games, 92 percent contained no female roles.  Six percent had female characters as the damsel in distress to be rescued by the male lead character, and only 2 percent had female characters in active roles.  However, these games included “Ms. Pac Man,” who is not a human character (Provenzo, 1991).  Female characters in computer and videogames show stereotypes such as the character fainting or speaking in a very high-pitched voice (Mayfield, 2000).  One study confirmed that females were mostly portrayed as bystanders and more likely to scream and less likely to be fully-clothed than their male counterparts (Douglas et al., 2002).  

Along with gender inequality, racial inequality exists in videogames.  For example, no Latina characters were present in the videogames surveyed in one study.  The same study showed that 86 percent of the black women in videogames were violently harmed during the course of the game.  Black men were portrayed as the aggressors and Asian men were shown only as wrestlers (Douglas et al., 2002).  

Researchers try to explain why images of different demographics are shown in videogames.  One explanation for the gender disparity in videogames is that the majority of video and computer games are manufactured in Japan.  In Japan, the culture has different perceptions of feminism and empowerment (Hart, 1994).  “When the Western term ‘feminism’ was imported into Japanese culture, it was altered to fit more traditional Japanese beliefs, thus losing its original meaning.’”  (Tanaka, 1990, p. 2)  Others theorize that videogame designers do not know what women want in a videogame.  They think that if they “put a female in the game, women will identify with her….let’s inflate her hooters to the max to make a more ‘rounded character’” (Dave.Mac, 2000, p. 1).  However, research has proven the designers and programmers’ perceptions of what women want, wrong.  
Unrealistic bodies and using women only as a means for violence or to degrade them and make them seem inferior to male characters is another reason why videogames have been perceived as a male activity, and girls have been generally excluded from the games.  Women want a character they can relate to, and they may become irritated when they cannot identify with a female character in a game (Wright, 2000).    Portrayals of scantily-clad women seem unnecessary to many game enthusiasts, who believe that it if is not an integral part of the story, nudity should not be part of a videogame (Nexus, 2001).  In other words, if a game developer wants sex to be the central focus of the game, he or she should choose an appropriate setting, as opposed to adding sexual appeal to the game, when it is not related to the plot (Circe, 2000).  
Programmers and game designers are not the only people to blame for the lack of knowledge about women and videogames and the stereotypes that result from such games.  Studies performed in the past few years attempted to “prove” that women are less able to play videogames than men.  One study published by the Harvard Press concluded that women preferred to play less demanding games than men (Provenzo, 1991).  The flaw with this study was that it focused on the fact that men preferred side-view fighters and women preferred puzzle games or role playing; this made it seem like women did not like challenging games.  The fact is that they are very different games that require skill at different levels.  Puzzles require more strategy and side-view games require faster reflexes (Hart, 1996).

Videogames have a history of excluding women by portraying them in menial roles, or giving them little or no representation, but this is changing.  One character that some believe empowered women in the last 10 years is Lara Croft.  Lara is a positive image for women based on the standards set by Positive Images.  These standards include, “…non-stereotyped behavior and attitudes: independent, intelligent women: adventurous, resourceful girls...” (Artel & Wengraf, 1990, p. 9).  Lara Croft in “Tomb Raider” broke away from the stereotype of the damsel in distress, which is how female characters were shown in other videogames.  Lara is the protagonist and the driving force of the plot (Mikula, 2003).  “Tomb Raider” also opened the door for other strong female characters in games such as “Tekken III,” “Parasite Eve,” and “Resident Evil” (Inness, 2004, p. 2).  
New, tough female characters are also more prevalent in televisions now.  Xena is considered by some to be a good representation of women because she depicts the evolution of women to the heroic, tough roles that were previously assumed by men (Crosby, 2004).  Xena has done the same the same thing for television as Lara Croft did for female characters in computer and videogames.  Xena is not Wonder Woman, nor does she have superhuman strength, but she is a strong female role model.  She is beautiful, but she scorns men who ogle her and breaks the stereotypes set forth by pin-ups and calendar girls in which the female body is portrayed as something women wish to have admired by men (Inness, 1999).
Although strong female images like Xena and Lara Croft led to other female protagonists in computer and videogames, it is argued that these portrayals of women only promotes sexism in media continue the negative stereotypes that are already present.  Lara originated in a male-dominated industry and was created based on the desires of men in an attempt to appeal to adolescent boys because she is a mix between G.I. Joe and a pin-up girl (Herbst, 2004).  As “Tomb Raider” progressed, so did Lara’s image.  In each version of the game, she became more of a sex object and her physique became less realistic for the male audience, not the female following (Mikula, 2003).  A “Nude Raider Patch” can be downloaded from the Internet and used on “Tomb Raider II” which makes Lara fight through the game naked (Rehak, 2004 p. 16).  Overall, Lara Croft is a mix between the two: a feminist icon and a temptress.  In the end, she opened the door for other strong female protagonists in computer and videogames and joined the ranks of strong female characters in television.  
Marketing

Over the last 30 years, videogames have rarely been marketed toward a female audience.  The exceptions include adding a bow to “Pac Man” and making “Ms. Pac Man” and producing “girl-friendly” pink-packaged Gameboys (Beato, 1997, p. 2).  The concern today is the recent 24 percent drop in women pursuing Computer Science degrees (Gorriz & Medina, 2000).  Some perceive the access to female employment in the technology industry as very limited because few incentives exist, little encouragement to join the field, and the industry is seen as “masculine, hostile, or unattractive to females” (Jenkins, 1992).  Some companies hope they can change the current trend by marketing to girls at an earlier age with games that are made to suit their needs and wants.

Research shows that women want certain experiences or challenges from the games they play.  For example, studies illustrate that when females play a videogame, they are not playing for an objective, but for the sake of playing and experiencing the challenge that comes with it, including games that have puzzles and problem-solving (Department of Education, 1996).  Other aspects of game play that females look for include collaboration, complex social interaction, main characters they can relate to, and they want to play to challenge themselves, not to meet an objective, or beat the game.  This does not mean that men want only games that are mind-numbing.  In addition to violent games, which are popular among males and perceived to require little cognition, they also enjoy mentally-challenging games (Lawry et al., 1994).  


One game that took the toy and videogame industry by surprise was “Barbie Fashion Designer.”  Some see “Barbie” as anti-feminist and counter-productive to the goal of breaking stereotypes about girls, but many groups working for female inclusion in the realm of video and computer games see it as a victory (Beato, 1997).  They believe that girls at an age young enough to play “Barbie Fashion Designer” are interested in clothes, dolls, and makeup, so there is no reason why they should not make that part of the game.  In addition, it “familiarize(s) girls with interface and interactive media conventions” (Beato, 1997, p. 3).  Many are excited because women did not have these opportunities before, and it is a new market that was not present a few years ago.
Before this game reached the market, other software developers attempted to target girls and young women, but were not successful; they assumed that females were not interested in that kind of technology (Gorriz & Medina, 2000).  “Initial attempts at creating girl games amounted to little more than painting titles pink…it’s a far more complicated business than that” (Beato, 1997, p. 2).  The software companies researched more and concluded that girls were interested in games, but more attracted to different games from the traditional games that targeted males.  Mostly, they decided that girls were more interested in creating than destroying while playing computer and video games (Department of Education, 1996).  
Some are opposed to making games specifically for girls.  These people see it as unnecessary to generalize two different genders into categories that involve interests.  They believe that genders are not a good way to classify what people are interested in, or what they are more likely to buy (Dave.Mac, 2000).  The suggestion from these people is that the software developers should not make games based on gender, but quality (Mayfield, 2000).  If companies make good games, both males and females will buy them.  However, the overarching goals of developing games for girls are the hope that females will be excluded less from the world of computers and feel less intimidated by technology and possibly more willing to think of it for a career (Jenkins, 1992).  
The Future of Women and Videogames
Along with being excluded from videogames because of negative representations of females, or the lack of images of women, females have also been excluded from public gaming spaces.  This is attributed to the notion that males were, and in some cases still are, believed to be more interested in videogames than females, leading to more exclusion of women from arcades.  Some women feel that they are unwelcome by male patrons in public videogame arcades, where there is a gendered and patriarchal overtone (Wearing, 1998).  

Technology growth in the last decade, however, has made it possible for women to play videogames in private spaces.  Researches theorize that the increase in technology in homes has led to more female gamers to participate in computer games online (Colwell & Payne, 2000).  Fewer constraints exist in home computer gaming spaces than public game spaces and it provides a less gendered environment where females feel more comfortable participating (Bryce & Rutter, 2003).  The virtual game space also exists, where females can be anonymous and compete against males without fear of stereotypes.  Researchers believe that these gaming spaces will help female gamers build confidence and open the doors for more women to play videogames (Bryce & Rutter, 2002).  

Some negative points still exist.  For example, females may have the potential to use computer games in domestic spaces, but studies show that males dominate computers in domestic spaces as well as public spaces (Schott & Horrell, 2000).  Some evidence also shows that “female gamers continue to experience sexist and offensive behavior from male gamers in [virtual] spaces” (Morris, 1998).  Although barriers exist, hope exists for the future of female gamers.  As fewer women are excluded from computer and videogames, it is possible that male gamers will be more accepting of female gamers in public, domestic, and virtual game spaces.
Conclusion


Women’s exclusion from videogames can be traced back over the last 30 years, to the time when computer and videogames first emerged as an entertainment medium.  Studies show that the negative representation females receive in videogames is widespread (Provenzo, 1991) and has only recently started changing with characters like Lara Croft in videogames and Xena in television.  However, these characters have also come under scrutiny because of the sex appeal associated with them.  

Females have also been excluded through the lack of marketing to them by the computer and videogame industry.  New games are being designed to appeal to girls, unlike before.  More research done in the last few years has come to conclusions about what games girls are interested in playing and companies are trying to reach the female market by producing such games (Department of Education, 1996; Beato, 1997; and Lawry et. al., 1994).  This research is focused on more than color appeals and making pink boxes to attract girl consumers.  

Exclusion also stems from not feeling welcome in arcade atmospheres.  With technology that is becoming more available for private, in-home use, females are more able to participate in online, virtual gaming activities and not feel excluded.  Moreover, females have been excluded from videogames over the last few decades through the portrayal of characters in videogames, the lack of marketing toward women, and the patriarchal atmosphere of arcades.  Recent changes in all these areas are creating more interest by females in videogames and resulting in more inclusion than ever before.
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