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PREFACE

When I began writing this book, I was a different person. This, unto itself, 

is not entirely unusual— like many of my colleagues have done with their 

own works, I began various versions of this project while writing my dis-

sertation. Like this book, my dissertation was a study of the design and 

marketing of video games targeting women audiences. I completed my 

dissertation in 2009, following the height in popularity of the Nintendo 

Wii and Nintendo DS— a transformational moment for gendered gam-

ing. Since that time, the video game industry has continued to change 

dramatically— what began as inklings of new kinds of games later be-

came more developed and complex. For example, the seedlings of “time 

management games” (best characterized by Diner Dash and its succes-

sors) turned into the far more complex systems of the invest/express cat-

egory (described in great detail in this book). As video game companies 

saw the monetary potential of marketing video games to women— even 

women who did not necessarily characterize themselves as gamers— 

new kinds of games developed and became increasingly robust.

But it is not only the games that have changed since 2005 when I began 

this journey. I, too, am a different person. When I started I was a single 

woman in my early thirties. I had not yet met my husband and had not 

yet had children. I was a graduate student, unemployed beyond a meager 

graduate stipend. And, in this, my writing was a touch self- righteous. I 

wrote in great detail about how video games designed for and marketed to 

women tended to treat all women players as though they were mothers— 

regardless of whether they occupy this identity in the real world. As pre-

sumed mothers their play was meant to be necessarily productive, filling 

holes of time or functioning as a backdrop to emotional labor. While gam-

ing has changed over the past decade, these aspects have not (although, 
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perhaps, they have become more refined and sometimes a bit more dif-

ficult to spot).

While the attributes of gendered gaming have gone relatively 

unchanged, my perspective on these aspects has changed dramatically. 

As a single woman graduate student in my thirties, it was very easy to look 

down on games such as those made for the Nintendo Wii system that were 

so heavily marketed to mothers (ca. 2006) as a method of gaining love and 

family togetherness through play. I could look cynically at these ploys 

and suggest that all women had the right to play, and that play should 

not be for others; rather, play should be selfish and personal. Similarly, I 

was troubled by Nintendo DS advertisements that suggested women use 

small snippets of time to play, as opposed to the long spans of time sug-

gested to men in advertisements for games such as those in the Madden 

NFL series. “Why can’t we just have women play for the sake of play?” my 

dissertation seemed to ask.

Ten years, a tenure- track position, a husband, and a child later, this 

question feels entirely naïve. I would love a video game that my family 

could play together. The games I play, I play for research. And most of 

them, I should add, I play in small snippets of time— whatever is allowed 

by my busy schedule. When I tell people that I study video games I shrug 

loosely when they inevitably ask, “Oh . . . what do you play for fun?” I play 

for work. My play is almost 100 percent productive. Sometimes it feels as 

though my dissertation was predictive of my own path in life.

And given this shift, one that was inevitable to my own life choices, 

there is a subtler thing happening here that I cannot possibly deny. When 

I began this project in 2005, the games I wrote about were not really being 

designed for me. They were being designed, as I already noted, for busy 

mothers who were looking for snippets of relaxation. And because of that, 

I was never the target market for the games I studied. My position allowed 

me the ability to see these games from the perspective of an onlooker.

But as a working parent in her early forties, I am now the person for 

whom these games are actually made. To clarify, what I had written in the 

paragraphs above implies that my perspective on the games has, itself, 

shifted dramatically in the past ten years. What I am saying now is differ-

ent: it is not just that I see these games differently, but that all of a sud-

den these games are made for me. I have become a target market within 

the central position of my study. This, of course, does not make my work 

autoethnographic— I am not writing about my feelings or myself during 

the process of play.1 I have, however, become strangely entangled with my 
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object of study. I play with the keen understanding that I am part of an 

idealized audience constructed by the video game industry.

The idealization, though, goes beyond my positionality as a working 

mother. Although this is part of it, as an intersectional feminist it is impos-

sible for me to look at my own subject position in my research without 

acknowledging that I am white, middle class, heterosexual, able- bodied, 

and cis- gendered. Throughout this book, this is the subject position that 

is presumed to be the identity markers for an idealized woman gamer. 

This is not to say that game companies would not accept other kinds of 

players— rather, it is to imply that these players will always be necessar-

ily “othered.” My body, my position, implies that I am the game player for 

whom companies are looking.

At varying points in this project, I have found myself relating heavily to 

Ruth Schwartz Cowan’s groundbreaking book More Work for Mother: The 

Ironies of Household Technology from the Open Hearth to the Microwave. 

In this book, Cowan documents the historical trajectory of how household 

technologies create a kind of make- work for their market, producing a 

system where women will always need to be supplying domestic labor. 

What strikes me the most, though, in my memory of this book is never the 

historical aspects but rather the personal. In her conclusion, Cowan writes 

of how she is of two minds. On the one hand she is fully aware of how she 

is being manipulated by advertising and technologies and through fear of 

social stigma to complete specific unnecessary domestic chores. On the 

other hand, she confesses that she finds it difficult to break out of these 

culturally predicated norms.

In a similar capacity, I have a mixed relationship with the technolo-

gies of play. I am aware that specific kinds of playful technologies are 

created for me and my lifestyle, but I feel a constant need to resist the 

rhetoric of those technologies. My privilege gives me more capacity to 

break these norms than most— the market conditions help support me 

to play a never- ending number of casual games that have been designed 

specifically for me. Yet it is difficult to lose myself in the process of play 

in the way it was intended. When I play, I feel guilty. I often even remind 

myself that my video game play is part of work, and therefore justified. I 

am both trapped and freed by the boundaries of my physical body, career 

choices, and cultural position. As such, this book might be seen as my 

own treatise toward a complicated relationship with play, vis- à- vis aging, 

family, and work life.
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While the video game industry and my personal life have changed in the 

past ten years, another unexpected change has taken hold within our 

larger cultural landscape: GamerGate, a so- called hashtag movement that 

began under that name in 2014 (although its seeds can be spotted several 

years earlier). Others, at this point, have begun to write about GamerGate 

in quite a bit of detail, which is not my goal here. In short, GamerGate is 

a movement of hate speech wherein young, primarily male gamers have 

attacked, doxxed (publishing personal information about an individual), 

and threatened women in and commenting on the video game industry. 

Most notably, GamerGate targeted indie game designer Zoë Quinn and 

cultural critic Anita Sarkeesian, bombarding them online with death and 

rape threats. Within the larger public sphere, GamerGate advocates have 

insisted that they are not a hate group but rather that their goal concerns 

“ethics in game journalism.” But the troubling actions of the individuals 

who have associated themselves with the larger group have forever con-

nected the entire movement with a kind of bullying political position.

GamerGate has been a catalyst for change in the way that many 

people— gamers, nongamers, feminists, journalists, and audiences— think 

about video games. This project began before GamerGate, but this book 

was written during its fallout. This book sits under a dust cloud of Gamer-

Gate, a topic that has influenced me in a number of ways. For the most 

part, I have gone primarily unscathed in terms of GamerGate harassment 

(although not all of my colleagues have been this lucky). My one brief 

brush with GamerGate conspiracy theorists has been documented,2 and 

for the most part I have been able to observe their behaviors with critical 

distance. Yet, when this project began around 2005, one could say that 

GamerGate was both unexpected and inevitable, all at once.

On one level, my work and this project would seem to have absolutely 

nothing to do with GamerGate. GamerGate’s culture war seems to be 

accusing the influx of women gamers on a shift in style and quality within 

the industry. While most of the accusations seem without merit, the pro-

ponents of GamerGate appear to be claiming that the white male gamer 

should remain central as the primary gaming audience. When GamerGate 

proponents write about games, they generally focus on console gaming 

and what is commonly referred to as “hardcore games,” with occasional 

nods to Steam games and indie games as outliers (and what they acknowl-

edge as a large part of the problem). Many people who associate them-

selves with the GamerGate movement, for example, heavily criticized Zoë 
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Quinn’s Twine game Depression Quest, and similar criticisms have been 

brought against other recent indie games such as Gone Home. The cul-

ture war is often poised as a distinction between the hardcore and indie 

game makers and players.

But when I think about the games I have been studying for ten years 

now, I see other things at play. It is not only indie games that have trans-

formed the video game industry (although, certainly, they have played 

a large part in this transformation). The theorized woman player who 

haunts this book is a central character in how GamerGate happened. As 

the video game industry began to recognize that young white men were 

not the only consumer audience, game companies funneled money into 

alternative modes of gaming and payment models. This shift began subtly 

in the early 2000s and may have formed the roots of what later became 

GamerGate. In some ways, I might argue that GamerGate is not only 

responding to the emergence of women players but is also evidence of 

the fading dominance of what is often considered the primary audience 

of video games. The rapid growth and changes to the industry have cre-

ated a level of anxiety that has supported violent hate speech. Yet these 

very changes have also turned a medium that had formerly been highly 

targeted to one with far more mass appeal.

It is with these points of context that this book emerges. A book based 

on social technologies is a complicated thing to write. In the process of 

revisions, not only does the author change but so do the ephemeral tech-

nologies and culture around them. Surely, by the time this book emerges 

on the market they will change again, although in less volatile ways than 

GamerGate. The goal of this book is not to highlight the negative aspects 

that have engendered recent criticism of the video game industry. Rather, 

it is to shine a light on the positive aspects via an emerging form of video 

game play that has become a catalyst for change in video game culture, 

video game audiences, and the video game industry itself. The games, 

as I discuss throughout this book, are not ideal— they shed light on both 

positive and negative assumptions about women and leisure, as well as 

ethnicity, class, sexuality, and other points of diversity. Yet the games also 

are the harbinger of positive changes and the revelatory new styles of 

play that will continue to transform what it means to be a player.
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INTRODUCTION

Contextualizing Player Two

NOW WE’RE KNITTING WITH POWER?

In the late 1980s the video game industry, and console gaming in particu-

lar, was primarily caught up with their mainstay audience— young boys 

and men. While there were certainly girls and women who played video 

games at the time, this was not the primary target audience of the indus-

try. The tacit assumption was that those who paid for and played console 

game systems were primarily male.

Yet, around this time, Nintendo came up with the design and market-

ing, and considered the release, of what they called the Nintendo Knitting 

Machine: a peripheral device assisting knitting via the Nintendo Enter-

tainment System. The “game” was never released to wide audiences.1 On 

August 29, 2012, Howard Phillips, a former Nintendo employee, posted 

a photo of the planned full- page advertisement for the peripheral to his 

Facebook Timeline photo album (Figure 1).2 The advertisement had been 

meant to promote the device to toy companies and wholesale distribu-

tors at that time. The single- page image, featuring a photo of the periph-

eral, leads with the headline “now you’re knitting with power” and 

explains:

You’re looking at the Nintendo Knitting Machine.

It’s not a game; not a toy; not something a young girl can outgrow in three 

or six months or even a year.

It’s a machine that interacts with the powerful Nintendo Entertainment 

System to actually knit sweaters: and not just one or two patterns but a mul-

titude of different and unique designs.
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The Nintendo Knitting Machine is just one more example of the innova-

tive thinking that keeps Nintendo on the cutting edge of video technology. 

And your customers at the edge of their seats.

Of course we should probably mention that no other video game sys-

tem offers anything even remotely similar. But why needle the competition?

While the system was apparently demoed for corporations and at toy 

shows, it never was released to American audiences.3

But the advertisement— the best piece of evidence that the Nintendo 

Knitting Machine was once considered the “cutting edge” of gaming 

technology— raises several pertinent questions. First, for whom was this 

system meant? The advertisement mentions “girls,” but a more specific 

demographic (or whether the peripheral would also be marketed to knit-

ting women) is ambiguous. Second, why did Nintendo feel the need to try 

to appeal to female audiences in the mid- 1980s? No other serious attempts 

were being made to market console systems to women and girls at this 

time, and yet Nintendo clearly saw that this demographic might be viable 

enough to design not only software but an entire peripheral for them. 

Finally, and most important, it becomes necessary to ask, what happened 

to the Nintendo Knitting Machine? Why did it disappear, and why was it 

rejected as a model to get girls and women more interested in gaming?4

Beyond the video game industry, though, there are other compelling 

aspects to the advertisement from a media and cultural studies perspec-

tive. The headline of the advertisement suggests that the Nintendo Knit-

ting Machine is a tool of empowerment. But in what way is the peripheral 

actually empowering? Rather than being a gateway for girls or women 

interested in gaming, the machine repurposes stereotypes of women in 

terms of their desire to engage with leisure and play.5 It allows for non- 

masculine play but manages that play, parsing it into specific forms of 

femininity. The Nintendo Knitting Machine suggests that domesticity and 

labor are the only possible entry points for females interested in engag-

ing with the then rapidly changing and playful technologies of the video 

game industry. The advertisement leads off with a promise of empow-

erment, but there is nothing empowering about what is being offered. 

The suggestion that the peripheral— certainly not a game— would offer a 

perfect solution to the fickle tastes of young girls who would only have a 

fleeting interest in “games” or “toys” is a selling point of this technology. 

The system suggests a condescending solution to the complex problem of 

leisure and diversification. It manages the potential of gender diversity by 
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reaffirming common stereotypes about how women and girls are expected 

to play. And, yet, this absurd example, the Nintendo Knitting Machine, is 

not alone. While, in recent years, there is an increasing amount of diversity 

in terms of whom video games are being created for, those attempts reflect 

Figure 1. A 1980s advertisement for the Nintendo Knitting Machine raises important 
questions about the machine’s intended demographic. The image was posted on former 
Nintendo employee Howard Phillips’s Facebook page in 2012.
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larger issues regarding gender and leisure, a topic explored at length in this 

book. At the same time, it is important to not dismiss the Nintendo Knit-

ting Machine in terms of the desire it represents. Clearly certain members 

of the video game industry recognized and were attempting to respond 

to the hegemonic masculinity that so deeply guided the ethos of digital 

play. While the attempt itself was misguided— even comical— the fact that 

it existed shows promise that change was on the (very distant) horizon.

That change is upon us now. We are entering a new age of digital play— 

one marked by the sheer volume of games that are being heavily marketed 

to woman and girl audiences yet remains in flux. Many books have been 

dedicated to understanding the games that came out of what could be 

characterized as the first wave of digital games. The games in this era fall 

into several genres and categories (such as first- person shooters, plat-

formers, fighting games, and role- playing games). This book in no way is 

meant to suggest that female audiences have no interest in these genres. 

There are well- documented moments that neatly illustrate that many of 

these games have been loved by a variety of people. Yet it is impossible to 

disentangle this early video game industry from the masculine forces that 

drove it.6 While women and girls indeed played these games, they have 

often been considered outliers, marginalized, pushing their way into a 

space not originally intended for them.

The second wave of video games can be characterized by a feminine 

ethos of leisure. This leisure is complicated and messy, and does not 

always look like play from every angle. It is often demeaned by the video 

game industry itself, treated as a lesser mode of digital play. And still, it is 

the harbinger of what is to come. The push and pull of gendered leisure 

practices are central to this new mode of gaming: like it or not, we are 

ready for the player I characterize as “Player Two.”

The complicated representation of gender and leisure via video games 

(discussed in detail throughout this book) is by no means surprising. Mass 

media has long had tumultuous relationships with women’s genres, fram-

ing women as consumptive of specific styles and themes while simulta-

neously mocking those very media objects designed for and marketed to 

them. For example, the romance— whether in film, television, or book 

form— is deliberately designed for and marketed to women.7 Yet, when 

women show interest or desire in the genre, often they are doing so despite 

a broad dismissal of the perceived cultural value of those media objects. 

Melodramas, “chick flicks,” romances, and soap operas all are held to be 

inferior to popular formats that are perceived as more masculine.
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This trend has followed through to video games. In recent years, an 

increasing number of video games have been designed for women and 

subsequently advertised to them. Currently, females make up approxi-

mately 50 percent of the gaming public.8 Much like the Nintendo Knitting 

Machine, the games that are deliberately designed for women often repur-

pose genres, themes, stereotypes, and expectations of feminine styles of 

play. Additionally, similar to previous forms of media, games designed for 

women are often overlooked and dismissed as having no importance or 

value. Yet these games are important. The games discussed in this book 

are often small— in scope, in budget, and in narrative form— but they are 

full of meaning. They take on the work of helping us understand the larger 

issues at play in terms of gender and leisure practices in a more general 

sense, as well as the larger stories of how they are embedded within the 

video game industry as a whole.

By analyzing this new mode of feminized digital play, it becomes easier 

to reconcile the positive and negative baggage it carries. The themes and 

genres of gendered gaming are not arbitrary. They illustrate strange and 

compelling patterns and draw a very specific picture of what an idealized 

woman gamer might look like and how that woman should play. Within 

this, I am making a strong distinction between the real, lived experiences 

of women players as opposed to the perception of women players as they 

are constructed, designed, and managed by the video game industry. I 

refer to this as “designed identity.”

Designed identity is a by- product— an unintended consequence of the 

repurposing of women’s leisure practices into digital play, and the result 

of industrial forces that idealize specific (lucrative) audiences. Designed 

identity is a hybrid outcome of industry conventions, textual constructs, 

and audience placements in the design and structure of video games. 

It is not exclusive to women— and one can easily argue that the mascu-

line gamer identity of the past is similarly a kind of designed identity. 

In her book Coin- Operated Americans: Rebooting Boyhood at the Video 

Game Arcade, Carly Kocurek deftly analyzes the construction of the male 

gamer identity, beginning in the 1970s through analysis of several forms of 

media. The games and media in this book, however, are almost exclusively 

intended for women and, in large part, reflect a tenuous relationship 

between women and leisure. By invoking the notion of designed identity, 

this book does not emphasize the rich body of literature in identity poli-

tics research. The “identities” in question are not real, lived identities, but 

rather constructed identities suggested within game design, advertising, 
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and narrative. Designed identity allows specific women to be a valid sales 

point for companies attempting to tap into this emerging demographic, 

but it also operates as a means of keeping that very demographic in sta-

sis. An unchanging demographic has predictable consumer needs that 

are easy to satisfy.

The woman player I discuss throughout this book is not a real player 

so much as a theoretical player— a fictionalized construction of the video 

game industry. She is a ghost, a shadow. Much as with the theorized 

player of the Nintendo Knitting Machine, this theoretical woman player 

is trapped within the stereotypes of expectation. But she is also powerful. 

She illustrates the influence the consumer can have to reform and change 

a system that was not initially intended for her. This book explores the 

content of games and game design to provide a framework for under-

standing what designed identity tells us about our cultural expectations 

of women’s leisure and relationship to technology. By invoking designed 

identity, I focus on ways the theoretical woman player is managed through 

but also plays with gaming technologies: through time, emotions, con-

sumption, and bodies. Ultimately, my goal is not to draw a clearer picture 

of actual women gamers whose experiences and play styles are much 

broader than the technologies that are built for them, but rather to dis-

cuss the larger shifts within and around the video game industry that are 

both inviting in women audiences yet keeping them at bay.

WHO IS PLAYER TWO?

I refer to this mode of designed identity, this not- quite- real player, as 

Player Two. If Player One is the— also designed— white, cis- , heterosexual, 

young, abled, and middle- class male, then Player Two becomes his coun-

terpart as a mode of designed identity. Just as Player One was designed 

and marketed, bought and sold in terms of a specific, approved identity, 

so is Player Two. The designed identity of Player Two, like Player One, is 

a fiction, an amalgamation of many hybridized images of who should 

play, how they should play, and what that play looks like. Player Two is a 

ghost, a nonexistent construction, but also one that is rapidly changing 

the market. On the one hand, the games made for Player Two appear to be 

limiting and limited— small in scope and absurd in meaning. When com-

pared to the vast and operatically complex games designed for Player One 

(e.g., those in the Fallout or Metal Gear Solid series), it might be easy to 
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overlook the importance and value of Player Two games such as Hungry 

Babies Mania or Kim Kardashian: Hollywood. These games do not appear 

to be about life- and- death issues; they represent small stories with small 

outcomes. And yet these games are important.

Why are these games important? Because they are rapidly changing 

the video game industry. No matter how many dismissive news articles 

are written about the FarmVille franchise9 or free- to- play games, and no 

matter how many industry people ignore the growing popularity of hid-

den object games such as the Mystery Case Files series, their popularity 

continues to rise. Player Two and her games are inviting in new kinds of 

players that the industry had not previously served. And while there are 

still limitations placed on the industry- constructed woman player, that 

new player has the potential to become an important power in redefin-

ing what the video game industry looks like.

The book title Ready Player Two is meant as a conscious nod toward 

Earnest Cline’s dystopian futuristic novel Ready Player One. Ready Player 

One submerges the reader into two worlds simultaneously: a bleak 

corporate- run real world full of poverty and a robust, all- encompassing 

game world. This dual- world system is not an unusual trope in science 

fiction. The story follows a young, white male, Wade, who is attempt-

ing to win a massive Easter egg hunt within the virtual world. The hunt’s 

creator— the deceased billionaire James Halliday— has decided, à la Willy 

Wonka, to will control of the game world and his vast wealth to the win-

ner of the game: the finder of this egg. Halliday is described as the child 

of a working- class, white family (his whiteness is never explicitly stated, 

but implied). The book details that “by all accounts, James was a bright 

boy, but socially inept. He had an extremely difficult time communicat-

ing with people around him. Despite his obvious intelligence, he did 

poorly in school, because most of his attention was focused on comput-

ers, comic books, sci- fi and fantasy novels, movies, and above all else, 

video games.”10 Because of Halliday’s own obsession with geek culture 

from the 1980s, the players of the egg hunt have become obsessed with 

(and connoisseurs of) films, video games, television shows, and other 

cultural aspects of the 1980s. The 1980s is treated, as such, as a kind of 

golden age of gaming. And because the real world in the game— the cor-

porate dystopia— is so bleak, the 1980s stands in contrast, idealized and 

glorified as a perfect point in history. Halliday is worshipped as a kind of 

god of this improbable version of the 1980s.
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In turn, the novel unavoidably, and simultaneously, glorifies some-

thing else: the white masculinity that prevailed during the 1980s. Through 

constant references to films and sitcoms like Revenge of the Nerds, Real 

Genius, Silver Spoons; white male bands like Rush and Def Leppard; and 

male computer game programmers, we are reminded as to who “Player 

One” actually is, and has long since been— a white, heterosexual, cis- 

gendered male. This point is further reinforced when our white male 

protagonist takes the lead within the competition, a game created by a 

white man. For sure, the book has strong characters that do not fit into 

the structural paradigm of glorifying white masculinity. However, like the 

1980s media it venerates, the white, heterosexual, cis- gendered males are 

ultimately the characters that win the game. Yet it is also white males that 

run the corporate dystopia, suggesting that (perhaps) this rule of white 

masculinity is a double- edged sword.

In recent years, many have remarked on the privilege of the white geek 

male, in the popular press11 and academic writing,12 as well as specific 

ramifications of this persona on video game culture.13 There has long been 

a sense that this character— the misunderstood white geek male— was an 

underdog who would use his smarts to gain access to and ultimately reign 

triumphant against the perceived bullies of his youth. Recent criticisms 

of this character, though, highlight how the geeky white male perpetu-

ates similar kinds of sexist, heterosexist, and racist undercurrents. This 

white geeky guy has been idealized (and monetized) in popular culture 

to the extent that he is now the focal market for the primary video game 

industry— the console and PC gamer. Culturally and capitalistically, he 

is Player One.

But there are other players rapidly emerging within the video game 

market. Ready Player Two is meant, in part, as a response to the idealized 

1980s youthful white male gamer, as glorified in the designed identity 

integral to Ready Player One. If the novelized version of Player One leads 

to a dystopian, exclusive society trapped in a classist system, wherein the 

only release is a game world that glorifies the culture of the (admittedly 

complicated) 1980s, then Player Two gets to hit the reset button. We are 

moving beyond the traditional depictions of the popular gamer. Player 

One no longer gets to define what games and gaming culture look like. 

We are entering a new phase wherein Player Two, the player highlighted 

throughout this book, has a distinct voice. And this voice is exactly why 

these games are so very significant.
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VIDEO GAMES AND GENDER: A BRIEF HISTORY

It was not always like this. Video games were not always gendered. There 

was not always even an attempt at diversity. Over the brief history of video 

games, much has changed in terms of technology, audience engagement, 

game mechanics, and play styles. Very early games such as Pong (both in 

the arcade and home versions) were meant primarily for family play.14 

In the late 1970s and early 1980s, arcades were meant to be social places 

and not necessarily gendered. Early game characters tended to be so pix-

elated and abstract that it was difficult to make them represent gender 

in a coherent way (although a few did), and these games were generally 

meant to appeal to both sexes. Some early games such as Ms. Pac Man and 

Centipede were specifically popular with female audiences.15 The Atari 

2600 and the Nintendo Entertainment System— released in 1977 and 1983, 

respectively— maintained this primarily gender- neutral space, although 

games such as Super Mario Bros., where the goal was rescuing Princess 

Peach, perhaps were early predictors of the masculine undertone of video 

games.16 The dominance of male protagonists in any form of mass media 

should not be terribly surprising, though. Much like film and television, 

video games during this time were primarily dominated by male pro-

tagonists, with female protagonists taking secondary roles— if they had 

any role at all. Carly Kocurek, however, argues that “gender inequalities 

in video gaming did not develop during the industry’s postcrash resurrec-

tion or with the rise of home consoles; rather, these historical inequalities 

emerged through public discourse and public practice that accompanied 

the rise of video gaming’s early commercial success in the coin- op indus-

try.”17 In other words, while the industry had claimed inclusivity in its early 

days, the underlying masculinity was at play within popular cultural rep-

resentations for quite some time.

In 1989, the release of the Sega Genesis began to establish video games 

as a masculine domain, with more mature games such as an uncensored 

version of Mortal Kombat as well as more advanced sports games. At this 

point home console gaming moved from the domain of being a family 

system to one primarily marketed to men and boys. In the years that fol-

lowed, the Super Nintendo Entertainment System (1991) and the PlaySta-

tion (1995) maintained this stance of boys and men as the primary target 

audience. Computer games, too, began to market increasingly to men 

with multiplayer first- person shooters such as Doom and Quake.18 By 
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the 1990s, what could have easily been a relatively gender- neutral form of 

mass media had become almost exclusively masculine territory.

In the mid- to- late 1990s there began a slow emergence of video games 

specifically targeting young girls, after research began to illustrate that 

it might help create more interest in STEM careers. Games such as Bar-

bie Fashion Designer were wildly popular but lacked any actual gamelike 

qualities— they functioned more as software to play with other objects (in 

this case, Barbie dolls).19 Famously, Purple Moon was a game company 

run by the feminist game designer Brenda Laurel, who created games 

such as Rockett’s New School and the Secret Paths series. Laurel was largely 

unsuccessful, though, and Purple Moon went out of business in 1999, 

although her games are fondly remembered as an important outlier push-

ing the margins.20 For many years, most of the popular games targeting 

young girls simply repositioned other popular licensed characters (such 

as Barbie or Hannah Montana), turning them into video games.

As previously implied, many women did play digital games during this 

period, but they were often not games specifically designed for women, 

or even assumed to be gender- neutral. In the 1990s, many women played 

games that were primarily targeted at male audiences. Gaming leagues 

such as the PMS Clan and the Frag Dolls helped to form a point of gender 

resistance and persuade gamers and game companies that certain women 

did want to play.21 In recent years, Kishonna Gray’s study of women of 

color playing Xbox Live demonstrates different ways that women have 

performed resistance in these primarily masculine spaces.22 The goal 

of this book, however, is not looking at ways that women and girls have 

entered this masculine domain, often encountering great resistance. 

Instead, my focus is on the games that have been made specifically for 

female audiences. While women often play games that are meant for men 

(and, vice versa, men often play games that are intended for women), 

the goal is to try and better understand the games deliberately made for 

women, to better illustrate what those games might mean: about gender 

constructions, about leisure practices, and about digital play.

As Gray’s work illustrates, women are not entirely new to video games— 

even those that might have been initially intended for masculine audi-

ences. Of note, the rise of massively multiplayer online games (MMOGs) 

such as EverQuest and World of Warcraft brought a new kind of diver-

sity to gaming audiences. The anonymity of online play, the flexibilities 

of play styles, and the ability to select one’s own appearance were only 
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a few reasons why the MMOG seemed to appeal to women players. In 

her ethnographic study of EverQuest, T. L. Taylor suggests that it is worth 

examining the women who play MMOGs precisely because they are not 

the expected market: “Revisiting the number of women playing the major 

MMOGs shows that the figures are quite remarkable given they are not 

the demographic being targeted. In many ways, women play in spite of 

barriers to entry. Women players are finding fascinating and complicated 

pleasures in online games.”23 However, even with MMOGs, women play-

ers did not become a specific marketing or design focus of the video game 

industry. They seemed to function as by- product of robust play. While 

researchers took great pains to study the how and why of an increasingly 

diverse audience in MMOGs, the games were still understood as a kind 

of exception. Furthermore, it is worth considering that certain industry 

practices maintained toxic environments for female players. One recent 

study, for example, determined that women and girls are less likely to play 

video games that force players to reveal their identities via voice chat.24

Some video game spaces are considered more gender- neutral than oth-

ers. Computer game series such as The Sims and Myst, and the popular 

Nintendo series Animal Crossing, all typically boast diverse audiences. 

Not only do both men and women play these games, but they also often 

create and modify game worlds in compelling ways. Hanna Wirman, for 

example, discusses ways that female game modders reskinned The Sims 

to fit into their own desires and cultural contexts.25 After the shutdown of 

the game Uru (an online sequel to the popular game Myst), Celia Pearce 

documented the diasporic behaviors of diverse players seeking to find a 

similar experience in other online worlds.26 Similarly, domestic play has 

given rise to more inclusive experiences in game worlds. Alison Harvey 

has demonstrated the use of video games to structure and regulate fam-

ily play within the domestic sphere, particularly relating to the Nintendo 

Wii entertainment system.27

Given this messy history, it becomes clear that the video game indus-

try has been structured in such a way that the majority of big- budget 

games (often referred to as AAA titles) have been designed for a predomi-

nantly male audience (often referred to as “hardcore gamers”).28 This, of 

course, is unsurprising— a primarily male workforce has long made up the 

majority of the industry. In a 2007 poll, only 11 percent of those working 

in the video game industry were women.29 In recent years, this number 

has doubled,30 but only after years of critics (both inside and outside of 
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gaming culture) pushing for industry change. Still, the realities of how 

video game companies function— with demanding crunch times and long 

hours— are often not amenable to a female workforce.31

Thus, for a long time the industry ran in cycles that rewarded mascu-

linity and devalued feminine style. In their essay “The Hegemony of Play,” 

Janine Fron, Tracy Fullerton, Jacquelyn Ford Morie, and Celia Pearce elab-

orate on how the hegemony endemic to the video game industry makes 

it impenetrable to diverse audiences. While the essay was written at a 

time before some of these industry changes began, it still breaks down 

the larger systemic issues at play. They explain:

The power elite of the game industry is a predominately white, and sec-

ondarily Asian, male- dominated corporate and creative elite that represent 

a select group of large, global publishing companies in conjunction with a 

handful of massive chain retail distributors. This hegemonic elite determines 

which technologies will be deployed and which will not; which games will 

be made and by which designers; which players are important to design for, 

and which play styles will be supported. The hegemony operates on both 

monetary and cultural levels. It works in concert with the game developers 

and self- selected hardcore “gamers,” who have systematically developed a 

rhetoric of play that is exclusionary, if not entirely alienating to “minority” 

players (who, in numerical terms, actually constitute a majority) such as 

most women and girls, males of many ages, and people of different racial 

and cultural backgrounds.32

Thus for several decades the video game industry was composed of a 

majority of male designers and programmers, creating games meant pri-

marily for their own demographic. Games intended specifically for girls 

or women were, by and large, an anomaly.

This setup, wherein big- budget console gaming made games for a pri-

marily targeted masculine demographic, created a culture of gaming that 

has been referred to by many as “toxic.” Male- dominated gamer culture 

is often exclusionary. Multiplayer systems and games (e.g., Xbox Live) 

involve racist, sexist, and heterosexist language that has long alienated 

new players.33 Mia Consalvo,34 Adrienne Shaw,35 and Amanda Cote36 have 

illustrated that gamer culture is problematically constructed in exclusive 

ways and that the very terminology of “gamer” should be questioned.

This toxicity, in recent years, has culminated in calculated hate speech. 

As discussed in the preface of this book, GamerGate is a hashtag social 

movement that uses men’s rights activist rhetoric to argue against diversity 
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in both video games and the video game industry. Focusing on specific 

people in the industry such as game designer Zoë Quinn and cultural 

critic Anita Sarkeesian, those who associate with the GamerGate move-

ment have illustrated that Player One is not interested in making room 

for diversity, either in game content or in the larger video game culture. 

The majority of GamerGate’s ire seems to be focused on indie games and 

games journalism, but critiques have also been directed toward other 

forms of “casual” gaming, which I discuss below.

HARDCORE AND CASUAL: DEFINING GAMES FOR WOMEN

By the early 2000s women became a marketable demographic for video 

games. New gaming systems such as the Nintendo Wii and the Nintendo 

DS Lite were developed and marketed specifically with the potential of 

Player Two in mind.37 For example, advertising campaigns appeared in 

popular women’s magazines suggesting that women use the Nintendo 

Wii to engage better with families through playtime.38 Wii games tended 

to focus on family togetherness or on fitness games— such as Wii Fit— to 

engage and involve women audiences. The Nintendo DS Lite, on the other 

hand, was marketed as a kind of an accessory. In one news article, a Nin-

tendo executive was quoted regarding the intended woman demographic, 

explaining, “It definitely should be part of every purse . . . you have your 

cell phone, your iPod, and your DS Lite.”39 Harvey similarly illustrates that 

Nintendo’s paratexts “crystallize a vision of equitable play in the home.”40

At the same time, beginning in the 2000s, a category of gaming referred 

to as “casual” games became increasingly popular. Casual games stand 

in opposition to what are considered “hardcore games”— while “hard-

core” games tend to be expensive, difficult to learn and master, and time- 

consuming, a “casual” game is cheap, easy to learn, and can be played 

for variable amounts of time. In A Casual Revolution, Jesper Juul remarks 

on the identifiable stereotypes embedded with the expectations of who 

plays these types of games. He explains that the stereotype of the hardcore 

player is one “who has preference for science fiction, zombies, and fan-

tasy fictions, has played a large number of video games, will invest large 

amounts of time and resources toward playing video games, and enjoys 

difficult games.”41 The casual player stereotype, on the other hand, “is 

the inverted image of the hardcore player,” one who likes “positive and 

pleasant fictions,” has not played many games, and is willing to invest 

only minimal time.42 These stereotypes, Juul explains, break down within 
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the realities of who actually plays the games and how they are played. 

Similarly, Mia Consalvo illustrates that many players of what are con-

sidered “casual” games often play in very hardcore ways.43 Thus, while 

casual gaming often comes with negative (read: feminine) connotations, 

the reality is that many games in several different genres can be played 

with either hardcore or casual styles. Of this negative connotation, John 

Vanderhoef writes, “When casual games are denigrated as feminine, and 

therefore ‘trivial,’ and traditional video games are celebrated for their seri-

ousness and authenticity, both of which are qualities nested in masculin-

ity, a power hierarchy is created that places the masculine in the superior 

position and the feminine in the inferior position, the result of which is the 

reproduction and perpetuation of gender inequalities.”44 In other words, 

there are serious politics to the maligned reputation of the casual market.

Casual games thrived, beginning in the mid- to- late 2000s. Time man-

agement games such as Diner Dash and its successors tasked players with 

waiting on customers. Hidden object games such as those in the Mystery 

Case Files series employed a combination of adventure game puzzles and 

seek- and- find- style hidden object scenes, where players were tasked with 

finding a series of random things on a page. By 2009, with the increas-

ing popularity of social networking sites such as Facebook, social games 

like Zynga’s FarmVille promoted nonsimultaneous group play across 

networks— both mobile and computer- based. This style of gaming has 

gradually turned into what the video game industry now refers to as the 

invest/express model, discussed in more detail later in this book. Finally, 

following the popularity of Bejeweled, the match- 3 style of game was 

quickly cloned with a slew of game mechanics that varied only slightly.45

The rise of the smartphone has also shifted audiences significantly. 

Predicted by Nintendo’s DS Lite campaign (suggesting that all women 

should carry a DS as a purse accessory), smartphones mean that an 

increased number of people carry gaming systems at all times. These 

games, still generally considered “casual,” often involve networked play— 

similar to Facebook games— but a larger range of mechanics. Within this 

market, casual games such as Candy Crush Saga, Angry Birds, Words with 

Friends, and Kim Kardashian: Hollywood all have seen successes with 

diverse audiences. Several of these games are being built with an intended 

female audience.

Yet this begins to broach a larger question: what does a woman’s game 

look like? How do we characterize the games made for Player Two? In 



	 INTRODUCTION	 .	 15

popular books, film, and television this question is easily answered after 

decades of stylistic tropes that help to set our expectations for certain 

feminized genres, such as romance novels, soap operas, and chick flicks. 

Women’s games, however, are more elusive to define. Taken both sepa-

rately and cumulatively, games designed for women audiences very spe-

cifically tap into expectations of feminine style. The games discussed 

above often evoke themes of personal beauty, the care of self and oth-

ers, domesticity, bodily management, and shopping. They suggest the 

designed identity of the woman player, the expectations of how women 

should play, rather than the realities of how they do play. These thematic 

elements become core to Ready Player Two. While the games might be 

played by a variety of players, the presumption of feminine style keeps 

the games, themselves, marginalized. As with previous genres that are 

“women’s” genres— the chick flick or melodrama, the soap opera, or the 

romance novel— there is a tone of disdain under the label “casual game.” 

In her book Loving with a Vengeance, for example, Tania Modleski remarks 

that genres meant for men tend to get taken more seriously than do genres 

intended for women audiences. Just as in these other categories, it is easy 

to dismiss feminized gaming, or games created specifically for female 

audiences, as being unimportant. Their topics and themes are often small, 

and their scope does not carry the weight of a hardcore, AAA video game. 

Yet these games are changing the market dramatically and rapidly, form-

ing a new kind of industry and a new kind of player.

The threat of this change has not gone unnoticed. The anti- casual 

rhetoric among industry figures has been circulating for some time now. 

For example, in 2007 Michael Kato, an editor of the magazine Game 

Informer, editorialized, “You’ve probably been hearing about the casual 

gaming revolution for a while now. You’ve read about how much money 

cell phone gaming rakes in, and how middle- aged women in the sub-

urbs love playing games on their PCs when they aren’t watching Oprah. 

We’ve seen companies flat out declare that it’s a priority to capture as 

many of these non- traditional gamers as possible. But is this really what 

the industry needs?”46 The presumed answer to Kato’s rhetorical ques-

tion was, indeed, no— the video game industry should not make way for 

the casual games that had already begun to arrive at this point. But this 

statement itself expresses the industry derision that often surfaces at the 

mention of casual gaming. “Casual,” the terminology as well as the tech-

nology, has politics. The term itself implies a group of dilettantes who do 
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not require the dedication or the skills to necessarily be real gamers. Simi-

larly, the GamerGate movement suggests that the advent of casual gaming 

(in some part) has created a giant, industry- wide rift.

In these ways, the space of “women’s games” remains both stereotyped 

and marginalized. When I refer to “women’s games” I am referring not to 

games that women play, but rather to games that in their design, mar-

keting, or style appear to be intended for late teen or adult female audi-

ences. Just as audiences for a “chick flick” might be broader than what was 

intended, a variety of people play within the casual market. At the same 

time, it is important to note that designed identity helps to construct a 

clear picture of what women’s leisure is expected to look like. Further, it is 

important to acknowledge here that the binaries set forth by game design 

and marketing tend to place players into male/female categories, rather 

than less binary approaches. This is all to say, the realities of who plays 

(and how they play) are very often at odds with actual players. This book 

is meant to interrogate not how these games are played, but rather what 

kind of meaning we can derive from the games themselves.

FEMINIST GAME STUDIES AND INTERSECTIONALITY

But what is the best possible way to study “women’s games”? Feminist 

game studies is a field of research that first emerged in the mid- to- late 

1990s, simultaneously with the development of early games for girls. The 

initiatives of this research have often combined both industry and aca-

deme, with the goal of trying to influence more women and girls to have 

interests in both the video game industry and their consumer products. 

The field of study itself suggests that the playful is political— that there 

are politics to how women and girls spend their leisure time in light of 

how it ultimately results in careers and cultural interests.47 In this way, 

those involved in feminist game studies have taken several paths: study-

ing game characters,48 examining game- play mechanics,49 performing 

ethnographic and qualitative interview research on women and girls who 

both play and don’t play,50 studying the role of masculinity in game cul-

ture,51 and using intersectional approaches to consider larger issues of 

diversity.52 Scholars have studied the video game industry itself in terms 

of responses to perceived feminine threats53 and have begun to study 

the impact and meaning of some of the new kinds of games as they have 

emerged.54 The field has grown increasingly robust, and the combinations 
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of industry activism and academic research have helped create the recent 

influx of female video game players.

Early research in feminist game studies focused primarily on girls, as 

opposed to women. This emphasis was largely a pragmatic one: research 

shows that playing video games at a young age makes children more inter-

ested in STEM- related careers.55 Because there was a low percentage of 

girls and women participating in these fields, many feminist scholars and 

game designers hoped that a move toward getting girls more involved 

in gaming might shift those statistics. In response, many began to study 

what makes girls play56 and how girls vary from boys in their game play,57 

and many made specific attempts to design games for girls.58 Others used 

game design as an end unto itself, with the premise that teaching girls 

game design might help them better relate to the format.59 In some ways, 

we can see this early research as being successful. The work done in the 

late 1990s and early 2000s clearly affected the industry enough to have 

caused some subtle but traceable shifts.

As the field of research developed, so did the approaches and the audi-

ence demographics. Additionally, as already alluded to, the games them-

selves continued to change. Increasingly, scholars are expanding research 

to include both young girls and adult women. Some research noted the 

flaw of conflating research on women and girls. T. L. Taylor, for example, 

argued in her book Play between Worlds that in this early research “little 

was done to disentangle the experience of play across age and life cycle. 

Research on girls thus often was extrapolated to apply to women.”60 By the 

late aughts, this problem was being dealt with in a large number of studies 

specifically on women gamers. Pam Royse and colleagues studied wom-

en’s pleasure in playing in light of their self- acknowledged “level of play,”61 

while others discussed how industry dynamics created difficult environ-

ments for women to become game developers, which often resulted in 

fewer women making— and subsequently playing— video games.62 The 

argument here is that a lack of women game designers entices fewer 

girls to play, resulting in fewer women becoming interested in careers 

as game designers, and so on. As the field progressed, several research-

ers have performed ethnographic and qualitative studies of players using 

feminism to get at larger issues about who plays, how they play, and why 

they play.63 Genesis Downey, alternatively, performed auto- ethnographic 

research on her game play with her daughter, situating the study within 

what she refers to as her “girl gamer space” or “femme cave,” as a mode 
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of self- identifying as a “gamer.”64 Jenson and de Castell neatly sum up 

the pitfalls and difficulties in the historical trajectory of past research in 

feminist game studies, suggesting that “in the future, the very real need 

for research on gender and gameplay that more carefully reports on, doc-

uments, and troubles identities of player, producers, and consumers of 

digital games, especially in relation to gender, cannot be underestimated. 

In particular, this work would begin from the more nuanced theories of 

gender and identities that have been developed through postmodern, 

poststructural, feminist, postfeminist, queer theory, and theories of race 

and identity and then approach questions around gender and gameplay 

with a view to reporting on and accounting for those kinds of difference.”65 

In turn, Ready Player Two is an attempt to trouble the expectations of 

designed identity by looking more closely at game objects, specifically 

those made for othered audiences.

Another discussion that has become an essential part of feminist game 

studies is how the previously mentioned “toxic gamer culture” often cre-

ates a barrier to entry for women gamers. Others have analyzed not only 

games but also the experiences of masculine gamer culture.66 For exam-

ple, in her analysis of toxic gamer culture Mia Consalvo puts out a specific 

call for further research to combat these issues: “Scholars need to research 

the practices and beliefs of game developers and marketers through both 

promotional materials and game content to see how both work to shape 

resulting gamer attitudes and responses.”67 Adrienne Shaw’s work has 

broken down the idea that “gamer” might be a fixed identity, illustrating 

that many players do not want that identifier and do not wish to per-

form the identity of gamer, because of the behaviors associated with that 

identity.68 Amanda Cote illustrates ways that harassment affects women’s 

experiences of play.69

Research has been done on characters and character design, with a 

frequent focus on avatar bodies and how they might be both empowering 

and alienating to women players. Nina Huntemann provides an overview 

of the problem: “The sexualization of women’s bodies in video games has 

paralleled advances in game technology. As the graphics capabilities of 

computers and video game consoles have improved, game designers have 

increased the visual detail of backgrounds, objects, and characters.”70 

Much focus is placed on the heroic yet buxom and hyper- sexualized 

Lara Croft from the Tomb Raider game series. For example, Anne- Marie 

Schleiner demonstrates Croft as a potential space for feminist hacking 
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through software patches.71 Helen W. Kennedy considers ways that “the 

act of playing Tomb Raider as Lara disrupts the relationship between spec-

tator and ‘spectacle.’”72 Media critic Anita Sarkeesian has produced a web 

series titled Tropes vs. Women in Video Games that analyzes how specific 

female game characters in hardcore gaming might ultimately be alienat-

ing to female players. In chapter 5 of this book I will revisit some of this 

research in my own interrogation of gaming bodies in games designed 

for women audiences.

Defining women in strict categories creates additional difficulty. 

Increasingly, feminist scholars have used intersectional approaches when 

studying video games and game players. Intersectionality is the theoreti-

cal premise that when trying to understand systems of oppression (gen-

der, ethnicity, sexuality, class, etc.) the different factors should be seen 

interdependently rather than independently. Given this, many scholars 

have begun to consider how issues of sexuality, ethnicity, social class, and 

other factors play into and exacerbate problems that have already been 

documented in terms of gender within the video game industry. Scholars 

such as Gabriela Richard73 and Kishonna Gray74 have used intersectional 

approaches to understanding women’s placement in the video game 

industry and gaming culture.

GENDER AND LEISURE PRACTICES

Commonly, studies on women and games focus on the industry and tech-

nology itself— how the industry is structured in a way that is often alienat-

ing to diverse audiences. But another factor, slightly less commonly dis-

cussed, is the complicated relationship between adult women and leisure 

activities. Feminist leisure studies is a field that has been growing since 

the late 1980s, particularly in its examination of the reticence of adult, 

middle- class women in Western cultures toward leisure activities. Within 

this research, it has been remarked on that leisure— particularly leisure 

at home— is a difficult thing to map, often because women have more 

responsibilities in domestic spaces than men do. While many men find 

the home a place for relaxation and leisure separate from work, many 

women are unable to have the same kinds of unconditional leisure that 

men have in these spaces.75 Thus there is often a conflation of work activi-

ties and leisure activities: practices may have embedded practicality that 

negates the importance of leisure and play.76 While the lived experiences 
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of women might all be distinct, there is often a presumption in products 

marketed to women that they all share this same anxiety about the nature 

of their leisure activities.

Additionally, these studies often illustrate that time is specifically a key 

factor for women’s leisure. Rosemary Deem conducted a study showing 

that women did not feel they had the right to leisure time given the over-

riding concerns of maintaining households and work responsibilities. This 

ultimately affects the quality and type of leisure practices women engage 

in: “No wonder then that much of women’s household leisure consists 

of needlework, knitting, cooking, reading, TV watching, writing letters, 

day dreaming and snatching quick naps. All of these activities can be fit-

ted into a fragmented time schedule, don’t require large blocks of time, 

are cheap or free, require little space or equipment and can quickly be 

disposed of or stopped when work obligations intervene.”77 In this way, 

issues of women and play have been inextricably linked to issues of time: 

what a woman considers play or leisure is not necessarily defined only 

by the activities she enjoys, but also by the activities that fit neatly and 

cheaply into her fragmented schedule. Leisure, of course, is defined by 

both personal preferences as well as cultural expectations.

For many women, it becomes difficult to see the home as a site for 

anything but labor, making leisure unlikely, perhaps even impossible, in 

domestic spaces. In The Second Shift, Arlie Russell Hochschild refers to 

this as a “leisure gap”78 and suggests that this gap creates longer- term pat-

terns of inequality: “It sets up a cycle that works like this: because men 

put more of their ‘male’ identity in work, their work time is worth more 

than female work time— to the man and to the family. The greater worth 

of male work time makes his leisure more valuable, because it is his lei-

sure that enables him to refuel his energy, strengthen his ambition, and 

move ahead at work. By doing less at home, he can work longer hours, 

prove his loyalty to his company, and get promoted faster.”79 While the 

focus in this passage is men’s work and leisure, Hochschild asserts that a 

parallel cycle with less leisure occurs for women. Thus the task of main-

taining dual roles leaves little time for leisure, and it is unsurprising that 

play is often nonexistent in the everyday lives of some women. While these 

studies do not necessarily compare women’s lifestyle choices (e.g., stay- 

at- home vs. working women), it would seem that, in either case, leisure 

and play are lacking in many women’s lives. It follows, then, that within 

game design there becomes a presumption built by these conventions— 

video games intended for women audiences necessarily advocate play in 
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impossible ways, wherein leisure time is required yet assumed to be an 

impossible standard.

In “One Size Doesn’t Fit All: The Meanings of Women’s Leisure,” Karla A. 

Henderson warns of the dangers of ascribing singular meanings to various 

patterns in women’s leisure practices. She explains, “The leisure research 

on women’s leisure and gender in the past six years points to ‘different 

sizes’ related to leisure and the imperative for social change including 

both structural and personal changes.”80 Henderson suggests several con-

clusions and implications of the past research, including (1) contextual 

rather than biological reasons for leisure differences between men and 

women, (2) the conclusion that “the more roles undertaken by a woman, 

the more likely that individual is to have less personal leisure,”81 (3) that 

definitions of leisure, itself, vary between women, (4) that leisure con-

straints are more obvious for women in more marginalized race and class 

groups, and (5) that leisure may serve as a space for resistance. By Hen-

derson’s account, it would seem there is no single cause or effect to the 

problematic relationship between women and leisure.

Mapping the larger themes of leisure studies back to video games, there 

are certainly parallels between how women spend leisure time and how 

that leisure time might relate back to video games. In studies of gender 

and video games, women have reported that they “don’t have time” to 

play or that they seem like a “waste of time.”82 This suggests that the lei-

sure gap extends to video game spaces. One study of 276 undergraduate 

students found that the availability of leisure time and the likelihood of 

video game playtime was completely linked to gendered expectations— 

wherein female participants had less leisure time and therefore played in 

shorter snippets of time. While the study only looked at undergraduate 

students (and not women across entire life cycles) the authors concluded 

that “looking across the study results, time stress and the perception of 

limited leisure time is linked to gender, even during college before adult 

gender roles are fully enacted. Shorter chunks of leisure time, more time 

spent on homework, less game play and shorter game play sessions, even 

beyond actual time limitations, characterize the female undergraduates 

within this study.”83 As noted above, this is significant. College students 

theoretically have more free time than women do who have careers and 

families. Yet even at this young age their perception of leisure time, as 

well as the performance of this leisure, was framed by gendered expecta-

tions. This ultimately parses into their personal interests and desire to play 

video games. It is not surprising, then, that the game- play style of casual 
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gaming would be so heavily designed for and marketed to women audi-

ences, and that the theme of “time” would be so commonly employed, a 

topic discussed at length in chapter 2.

It is important to acknowledge the contradictory and often tautologi-

cal elements to leisure studies as they relate to women audiences. While 

on the one hand women often report that they do not have leisure— or 

time— for gaming, Henderson’s study illustrates that the “one size fits all” 

model of understanding women audiences and their relationship to real- 

world time is not necessarily useful. Yet the presence of that stereotype 

and expectation likely influences both actual women and their percep-

tions of time. Additionally, I argue, it also influences designer expectations 

of women’s time in game creation. This puts the video games discussed 

throughout this book in the unique position of being able to comment on 

the current cultural expectations of how women practice leisure.84

VIDEO GAMES AS PRESCRIPTIVE TECHNOLOGIES

So far, I have approached video games (and digital leisure) as though 

they exist in a technological vacuum. But the development, structure, 

and infrastructure of the video game industry is complex, messy, and by 

no means insulated from other equally complicated cultures. As such, my 

goal is to situate how gaming is part of a broader sociological infrastruc-

ture, unable to be disentangled from the messiness of its situational poli-

tics that are both embedded in and exceed the complexities of the video 

game industry. The problem, as I frame it, is not simply one of taste, of 

industry dynamics, or of biology. Instead, there are broader institutions 

and philosophies at play: feminism, leisure industries and practices, the 

way technology frames cultural behaviors, and the already tense relation-

ship between women and technology.

Methodologically, this calls for nuance and a bit of messiness. In the 

word “messy” I am invoking the work of John Law, who suggests that 

singular methods and theoretical frameworks are no longer practical 

or effective in looking at the sociological and technological networked 

infrastructures. Law explains, “Pains and pleasures, hopes and horrors, 

intuitions and apprehensions, losses and redemptions, mundanities and 

visions, angels and demons, things that slip and slide, or appear and dis-

appear, change shape or don’t have much form at all, unpredictabilities, 

these are just a few of the phenomena that are hardly caught by social 

science methods.”85 Instead, he suggests an increased assemblage of 
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methods. While the results are often messy, the assemblage paints a larger 

picture than what traditional social science methods are able to offer. 

Although this book is not based in sociological frameworks— my analysis 

is far more text- based than human- based— my methods of approach-

ing these technological “objects” try to get at how they attempt to define 

human behaviors. This study is less interested in the humans themselves 

than in how technologies attempt to construct and manage the messy 

realities of leisure performance, particularly with respect to gender con-

struction. Designed identity hybridizes industry conventions, texts, and 

audiences into game designs, prescribing specific modes of play based on 

stereotypes— gendered or otherwise.

At the same time, perhaps, it is less useful to make such harsh distinc-

tions between technologies and the humans that create and use them. 

Bruno Latour’s work on actor– network theory (ANT) helps to establish 

the fuzziness of these distinctions while considering how larger networks 

help shape and define the frameworks in which they exist. Instead of sep-

arating out humans from their technologies, ANT conceives them all as 

“actors.” Latour explains, “To conceive humanity and technology as polar 

is to wish away humanity: we are sociotechnical animals, and each human 

interaction is sociotechnical.”86 In other words, we do not exist in opposi-

tion to the technological objects that we produce or the industrial prac-

tices that allow for that production. Those objects define social structure 

as much as humans do. Within the same theoretical backdrop, Latour, 

Law, and others who employ ANT as a theoretical model suggest that all 

actors— human and nonhuman— are situated in response to a larger net-

work infrastructure.

In light of the ANT perspective suggested by Latour and Law, this book 

studies video games, but from the perspective that the textual/gamic 

analysis draws from both sociological and critical/cultural frameworks. 

Many before me have used similar theoretical frameworks to analyze 

games and game culture. Notably, T. L. Taylor has proposed that game 

scholars consider studying video games as products of assemblage:

Games, and their play, are constituted by the interrelations between (to 

name just a few) technological systems and software (including the imag-

ined player embedded in them), the material world (including our bodies 

at the keyboard), the online space of the game (if any), game genre, and 

its histories, the social worlds that infuse the game and situate us outside 

of it, the emergent practices of communities, our interior lives, personal 
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histories, and aesthetic experience, institutional structures that shape the 

game and our activity as players, legal structures, and indeed the broader 

culture around us with its conceptual frames and tropes.87

Taylor’s scope suggests a broad consideration of games and game cul-

ture when thinking about the material objects of gaming. Similarly, Casey 

O’Donnell uses actor– network theory to analyze the industry- level con-

straints structured into video games.88

Those who use the ANT framework often maintain their focus on the 

industry and human actors. In this way, Ready Player Two pushes at the 

assemblage approach to consider how the games themselves suggest and 

structure specific styles of play. My interest is not settled on the woman 

player as she is theorized by the video game industry, because that player 

does not exist. This is not to propose that there are no women playing 

video games— of course, as already noted, almost half of all video game 

players are women. Instead, I argue that it is the conception of the woman 

player deliberately formed by game design that does not exist. The woman 

player, as conceived of by game designers, is a ghost. Because studying 

ghosts is methodologically impractical, this book focuses on the games 

themselves— and the designed identities implied by those games— to 

consider how this ghost of femininity is formed vis- à- vis expectations of 

women’s work and leisure, as well as relationships to time, bodies, con-

sumption, and emotions.

Even as we are unable to remove ourselves from our technologies, it 

becomes apparent that just as we form them, they help to form us in 

prescriptive ways. In many respects, the recent flood of games aimed at 

women audiences can be seen as prescriptive technologies encouraging 

women to play in very specific ways through the designed identities they 

form. For this, it is useful to consider Norbert Elias, who wrote about civi-

lizing processes and technologies. In the essay “The Rise of the Fork,” Elias 

explains that behaviors (such as the use of a fork) are often enculturated 

into a society through shame, ritual, and institutions. He explains that 

individuals subsume these rituals, which are culturally mediated, at least 

initially. According to Elias, “The social standard to which the individual 

was first made to conform by external restraint is finally reproduced less 

smoothly within him, through a self- restraint which may operate even 

against his conscious wishes.”89 Just as the fork became part of human life 

as an actor within the larger paradigm of institutional networks forming 

behavior— while also being formed by human behavior— so, too, are our 
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technologies of play. Video games are created with specific audiences in 

mind, managing and policing those audiences.

TECHNOLOGY MANAGING WOMEN

While we are all both complicit with our technologies and managed by 

our technologies, women have a very specifically complex situation in 

this respect. In popular culture, women often have the reputation of being 

particularly incapable concerning technology. Depictions of women in 

relation to technology often result in simplistic stereotypes and tasteless 

jokes about women’s supposed incompetence in driving or programming 

a VCR.90 In “The Gender– Technology Relation: Contemporary Theory and 

Research,” Rosalind Gill and Keith Grint discuss the implications of these 

problematic stereotypes: “The cultural association between masculinity 

and technology in Western societies is hard to exaggerate. It operates not 

only with the popular assumption— from which much sexist humor about 

women’s ‘technical incompetence’ has been generated— but also as an 

academic ‘truth.’”91 Gill and Grint suggest that the problem is deeper than 

just passing jokes; these are assumptions made by both men and women 

in everyday practices. Breaking these stereotypes is difficult and often 

feeds into cultural understandings of who is involved in digital play. Thus, 

along with assumptions about who is able to work with technology, there 

are expectations about who plays with it and how that play should occur.

Additionally, from a historical perspective, there is a complicated rela-

tionship between technologies that are specifically designed for women, 

and the realities of how those technologies function in lived experience. In 

More Work for Mother: The Ironies of Household Technology from the Open 

Hearth to the Microwave, Ruth Schwartz Cowan discusses how domestic 

technologies have served the interests of men but not women, ultimately 

making “more work for mother” while relieving men and children of their 

chores and tasks:

The changes that occurred in household technology during the twenti-

eth century had two principal effects. The first was to separate the work of 

men and children from the work of women, continuing a process that had 

begun in the previous century; and the second was markedly to increase 

the productivity of the average housewife. This conclusion can be put more 

succinctly by saying that, in the second phase of industrialization, Ameri-

can households and American housewives shifted not from production to 
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consumption but from the production of one type of commodity to the pro-

duction of another in even greater quantities.92

Thus, according to Cowan, production in household technologies engen-

dered more production. It becomes important to review technologies not 

just in terms of their perceived reputation of production, but also in terms 

of the realities they help to construct. In Cowan’s account, by analyzing 

the technological objects meant for women, we can see the realities of 

how prescriptive technologies might maintain a system of oppression.

Since the 1980s there have been several studies regarding the rela-

tionship between gender and technology in general.93 Often feminist 

researchers found an inherently masculine undertone to science and 

technology, which often gave them pause about the nature of this tech-

nology. According to Judy Wajcman in Feminism Confronts Technology, “A 

key issue here is whether the problem lies in men’s domination of tech-

nology, or whether the technology is in some sense inherently patriar-

chal.”94 Different feminist scholars have subsequently approached this 

question in various ways. Studies of gender and technology often focus 

on how masculinity is embedded in technologies and technological prac-

tices, and how this helps to give men more “expertise” as owners of tech-

nology. According to Wajcman, “It is not simply a question of acquiring 

skills, because these skills are embedded in a culture of masculinity that 

is largely coterminous with the culture of technology. Both at school and 

in the workplace this culture is incompatible with femininity. Therefore, 

to enter this world, to learn its language, women have to forsake their 

femininity.”95 One of the agendas of those who study gender and technol-

ogy is to alleviate patriarchal influences on technology, determine ways 

to create more opportunities, and remove stereotypes. To some extent 

this has occurred within the video game industry— with an increase of 

women players, it would seem that the playing field had begun to level. 

Yet it remains important to consider the nature of the games that are spe-

cifically designed for these audiences.

In her book Technofeminism, Wajcman describes what she calls 

technofeminist theory as a means to continue changing the relationship 

between women and technology: “An emerging technofeminism con-

ceives of a mutually shaping relationship between gender and technol-

ogy, in which technology is both a source and a consequence of gender 

relations. In other words, gender relations can be thought of as material-

ized in technology, and masculinity and femininity in turn acquire their 
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meaning and character through their enrollment and embeddedness in 

working machines.”96 Wajcman’s technofeminism allows for the relation-

ship between women and technology to be constantly in flux, in response 

to shifting cultural values and technological developments. This outlook 

toward technology is overwhelmingly positive and forward thinking: the 

idea is that emerging technologies can help to push women into more 

STEM careers.

While the aforementioned studies often use theory to highlight how 

technology can or cannot help women in workplaces or domestic spaces, 

few have discussed the benefits of technological play, outside of previ-

ously mentioned feminist video game studies. This seems contradictory 

and problematic: if technology is used only for work and not for leisure, 

it seems impossible for women to ever gain any real expertise. Playing 

with technology would help women increase their comfort levels, poten-

tially making them more at ease when using it at home and work. Two 

ethnographic studies help to shed more light on these very issues. Eileen 

Green suggests a greater focus on technology and leisure practices, but 

also warns that with women there is often a “blurring of work and leisure 

activities.”97 Similarly, in At Home with Computers, Elaine Lally discusses 

ways that domestic computing technologies often blur work/home lives, 

contributing to the complicated relationship between women and tech-

nology. Thus, even as a play space, computers are not necessarily parsed 

as playful technologies for many women.98 While Lally’s study predates 

smartphone technologies, one can assume that the slippage might fol-

low there as well.

IDENTITY, VIDEO GAMES, AND A “GLASS CEILING”

With all of these factors in mind— a rapidly shifting game industry, the 

emergence of feminist game studies, the complexities of women and 

leisure as well as women and technologies— the realities of women as 

a gaming audience becomes muddled. It would be easy to look at the 

thousands of video games targeting women audiences (primarily in the 

casual category) and suggest that video games are no longer meant solely 

for Player One, and that Player Two has her own special playing field. But 

things are not so simple. Many factors have changed, and are still chang-

ing. But there is nuance to that change, and that nuance is worth explo-

ration. The expectations of what Player Two’s games look like are limit-

ing and create the potential of what might be seen as a kind of a “glass 
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ceiling”— a limitation that prevents further progress toward play. Yet this 

book attempts to resist this assessment— these games are not meant to 

be understood in a negative context.

Yet the games for Player Two that have emerged over the last decade 

and a half are, to some extent, games for an imagined audience, a designed 

identity. This is not to say that women do not play games, or even that 

women do not play these games. Rather, I argue throughout this book that 

the kind of woman that is constructed and imagined through these games 

is fictional, and that the identities designed by these games prescribe spe-

cific kinds of play and players. This nonexistent feminized player is almost 

necessarily white, middle class, and heterosexual. She plays in ways that 

often presume a desire for domesticity, for consumer goods, and for West-

ern conceptions of beauty. Many of the games designed for Player Two 

ignore the potential of intersectional politics and the lived realities of 

women’s leisure. Her construction is as fictional as the game narratives 

created for her.

ORGANIZATION OF THIS BOOK

Ready Player Two is framed in terms of video game technologies that are 

intended for women audiences, and how those games play with leisure 

in terms of designed identity. In doing this, I have broken down play into 

several categories: playing with identity, playing with time, playing with 

emotions, playing with consumption, and playing with bodies. While sev-

eral chapters discuss the same games, the point is not to rehash what is 

being played, but to unpack what is being evoked during that play.

In chapter 1, “Playing with Identity,” I weave together several sources 

to find a baseline of what Player Two’s games actually look like. Starting 

with the concept of designed identity, I use a combination of game design 

textbooks and interviews with designers to conceptualize the identifi-

able attributes of games designed for this perceived audience. I begin this 

chapter by discussing scholarship about the power and potential of game 

design as texts. Next, I use interviews and other sources to create a rubric 

and set of guidelines for determining specific characteristics and struc-

tural considerations when thinking about Player Two’s games.

Chapter 2, “Playing with Time,” proposes ways that time management 

is structured into video games designed for Player Two, and how these 

designs suggest specific identity markers. I begin the chapter by discuss-

ing how scheduling and time management are complicated issues for 



	 INTRODUCTION	 .	 29

women. In this way, I establish that time becomes a more salient issue for 

female audiences than male ones. Next, I analyze several games in both 

the time management and invest/express genres of casual gaming. In 

these games, I consider how time is constructed and managed both inside 

and outside the game world. I conclude the chapter by discussing how 

the narrative pacing of the games and the titles suggest a form of mania 

and hysteria— afflictions that are often used in “diagnosing” women. In 

this, I establish that women’s playtime often comes to be seen as a form 

of mania, rather than as an acceptable form of leisure.

In chapter 3, “Playing with Emotions,” I use concepts of emotional 

labor and affective labor to better explore Player Two’s situated identity in 

game design. Women, as I illustrate, are often expected to perform emo-

tional labor both in career and at home. In turn, these elements often 

slip into game design. Here, designed identity is about the perceived per-

formance of emotional labor. To illustrate emotional and affective labor 

in game design, I draw on several genres, including time management 

games, hidden object games, puzzle games, caregiving games, and social 

network games. Within my analysis, I suggest that games designed for 

women often highlight the expectation that women will play out roles of 

emotional labor in games, complicating their experiences of play.

In the fourth chapter, “Playing with Consumption,” I discuss how in- 

game consumption practices relate back to the designed identity of Player 

Two. As with the previous chapters, I suggest that consumption plays off 

specific gendered stereotypes via expectations of women as consumers 

and shoppers. In turn, by studying games that forefront shopping as a 

thematic element, I analyze how these games manage the expectations 

of women’s consumption. Additionally, I discuss the economic politics of 

free- to- play games and then focus on the game Kim Kardashian: Holly-

wood. My ultimate argument in this chapter is that, in many ways, the 

shopping play that occurs in game worlds has leaked into purchasing 

mechanics, via gendered expectations of consumerism and consumption. 

Finally, I end the chapter by highlighting food as consumptive practice in 

video games.

In chapter 5, “Playing with Bodies” I discuss how video games designed 

for Player Two code the management of bodies into their game texts. Body 

management, of course, is a necessary part of all video game play. We are 

unable to properly play a video game without managing our movements, 

our space, and other body- centric parameters. While the chapter begins 

with this conceit, my analysis ranges from exergaming to the construction 
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of bodies in women’s games, and how these bodies ultimately suggest 

physical markers (white, middle class, heterosexual, cis- gendered) that 

reinforce the expectation of who the idealized woman player is.

In my conclusion, I focus on how industry shifts and debates have 

continued to problematize the designed identity of Player Two. As the 

medium grows up it becomes important to consider how expectations 

of gender, class, sexuality, and ethnicity all create the potential to struc-

ture play in ways that both foreground, and simultaneously limit, new 

audiences.

READY PLAYER TWO

Player Two is ready. But Player Two is not without glitches. She is trapped 

in a stereotype and stuck in distinct modes of play, which characterize her 

leisure time in very specific ways. This book is meant to be an exploration 

of Player Two’s games, an attempt to use those game designs and market-

ing concepts to tease out and understand the presumptions underlying 

what we expect out of women’s leisure, as well as our expectations of their 

bodily limitations.

The video game industry might be designing Player Two as a white, cis- 

gendered, heterosexual, middle- class woman (who is almost necessarily 

a mother), but that is not the only possible Player Two. This book dem-

onstrates the multitude of ways that this occurs in the designed identity 

within both game design and marketing. But a by- product of Player Two 

is that she gets to remap what the video game industry looks like in very 

concrete ways. As the industry reshapes and reforms, there are endless 

opportunities for the new, emerging player to help rethink what digital 

play can and will look like.

In this, I would like to argue that perhaps Player Two embodies two dis-

tinct roles: on the one hand, there is the designed identity of Player Two, 

the white, cis- gendered, heterosexual, middle- class mother for whom 

video games are designed. But there is also another Player Two— a hope-

ful Player Two that this book is really about. She characterizes all the other 

players. She lacks the identity markers of Player One and is not necessarily 

female. It is finally her turn to redesign a flawed industry that in its several 

decades of existence has resulted in both beautiful products as well as an 

astounding amount of hate speech.

It is time to press the start button.
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1 Playing with Identity

DESIGNED IDENTITY REVISITED

Central to this book is an imaginary player. Let’s call her “Jennifer.” Jen-

nifer is white, in her thirties, middle class, and lives in Wisconsin. She is a 

busy mother who doesn’t have a lot of time to play video games but likes 

to fill in extra gaps of time in her everyday life. She doesn’t want some-

thing too complicated, or violent, but she also doesn’t want something 

boring. Jennifer has complex tastes. While she is not real, I did not invent 

her. “Jennifer” is a player type referenced by Storm8 chief creative offi-

cer Tim LeTourneau as the targeted audience for the company’s popular 

game Restaurant Story 2.1 Jennifer is both real and imaginary. She is a 

fictional identity built off the lived experiences of many players, yet she 

helps to illustrate the way that women players can be designed.2

In the introduction of this book, I proposed a definition for my term 

designed identity: designed identity is a hybrid outcome of industry con-

ventions, textual constructs, and audience placements in the design and 

structure of video games. In this way, designed identity is always an ideo-

logical construction— it is not something that is planned or motivated in 

clear- cut ways. It is a result of larger social structures and expectations. 

These expectations, in turn, seep into game texts.

Designed identity is not a term meant to issue blame to game designers, 

artists, creators, advertisers, or others involved in the video game indus-

try. It seems important to state this simply and clearly because blame is 

surely tempting. The targets of this blame would likely fall to the most 

obvious suspect: the creators. Given this, it is worth noting that nowhere 

in my definition is there anything explicit or implicit about game design-

ers, marketers, artists, or creators. The three major factors contributing 
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to designed identity are (1) industry conventions, (2) textual constructs, 

and (3) audience placements. While each of these elements is a result of 

a series of individual decisions and choices, they speak to larger cultural 

issues that ultimately manifest in game design and advertising. Designed 

identity functions ideologically— it is about idealizing an assumed audi-

ence and reformatting that audience in an understandable and digest-

ible way.

The analyses throughout this book are meant to operationalize 

designed identity, specifically in terms of video games that are designed 

for the player I characterize as Player Two. Player Two is not a real audi-

ence, but rather a perceived one, a counterpart to the designed identity 

necessitated by market- driven game design. That is not to imply that 

games designed for primarily masculine audiences— or even gender- 

neutral audiences— do not evoke different kinds of designed identity. In 

many ways, the work that Carly Kocurek3 has done on the identity of the 

masculine gamer is a similar mode of designed identity. Given this, the ter-

minology is not meant to apply solely to feminine genres, although media 

meant to appeal to women provides an excellent example of this mode of 

conceptual design. Just as I explain how designed identity can be applied 

to Diner Dash or Kim Kardashian: Hollywood, other researchers should 

be able to similarly apply it to design decisions in Call of Duty or Halo. 

One of the goals of this book is to introduce a conceptual framework that 

can later be applied to other games and audiences to better understand 

our current media landscape.

Similarly, designed identity is not only about video games. While video 

games are the medium of focus for this particular work, my aim is to sug-

gest a framework that is transferrable between media. The three major fac-

tors of designed identity— industry conventions, textual constructs, and 

audience placements— are always at play, and it is through this that we 

can get a sense of the larger ideologies driving a market. Designed identity 

is a concept that applies neatly to video games but could just as easily be 

applied to television, film, books, or other industry constructed modes 

of mediation. As narrowcasting becomes an increasingly prevalent mode 

of appealing to niche audiences, it follows that studying how those niche 

audiences are, themselves, designed is potentially useful.

Additionally, while I discuss both video games as well as advertise-

ments throughout this book (although more of the former than the lat-

ter), it is worth being explicit that those who create video games are rarely 
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those who advertise them. Several of the designers who offer insights 

throughout this chapter are explicit that they are not the ones that chose 

the paratexts (i.e., advertising, affiliated artwork, or other modes of mar-

keting materials). Designers and advertisers are, generally speaking, kept 

isolated. But rather than representing a flaw of the concept of designed 

identity, this offers further argument in support of the project. Because 

game designers and advertisers often come from divergent parts of the 

industry, the similar themes in games and paratexts show evidence that 

there are larger ideological constructions at play. No one person, no one 

corporation, and no one advertiser is solely responsible for the images, 

designs, and texts that make up designed identity. The hybrid outcome 

of the term implies that it is built off social constructs that exceed one 

person, one game, one industry, or— sometimes— even one culture. The 

examples of designed identity offered throughout this book are powerful 

not because they are constructions of blame that can be issued to indi-

viduals, but because they speak to larger trends.

The goal of this chapter is to map some of those trends, specifically as 

they apply to the designed identity of the theorized woman player, Player 

Two. Throughout the rest of this book I discuss several games in detail, 

using them to consider specific aspects of the idealized woman player. But 

the question is, how do we know who the intended audience for a game 

is? Similarly, how do we track the patterns and backdrop with which to 

analyze the games featured in subsequent chapters? It becomes essential 

to break down the minutiae of gender inclusivity (and gender exclusivity) 

in game design and elaborate on the specific factors that help establish 

a continuum in order to decide whether a specific game is intended for 

female audiences.

Figuring out for whom a video game is designed is a difficult business. 

That is not to say there aren’t intended demographics for games, or that 

sometimes a game doesn’t exceed its intended demographics. But demo-

graphics information— either intended or actual— is not often released 

by video game companies or advertising agencies. Furthermore, actual 

demographics seem to be besides the point: I am less interested in who 

actually plays a game and more interested in the assumptions that were 

made about a specific demographic when that game was being designed 

and advertised. Additionally, this book reaches across several different 

gaming genres: some seem to be intended exclusively for women, some 

seem to be attempting to be more fluid in terms of the intended players, 
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and some are part of a larger genre of games that (depending on specific 

stylistic decisions) is meant to appeal to a variety of different audiences, 

depending on aesthetic decisions. For example, match- 3 games some-

times seem to attempt more inclusivity in their style and approach and 

other times seem to be exclusively targeting women or girls. This neces-

sitates a larger organizational rubric that helps to determine the extent 

to which games seem to be designed for women, in order to examine the 

specifics of their designed identity.

To create this organizational rubric, this chapter relies on several inter-

views with game designers. For this initiative, I performed e- mail and 

Skype interviews with seven video game designers and professionals, who 

reported back their understanding of specific themes, genres, play styles, 

and aesthetic elements that make up industry assumptions of how one 

designs a game for women. Designers offered insights on their own expe-

rience with industry conventions and expectations. As part of my process 

of selecting interview subjects, I primarily interviewed individuals who 

reported that they had experience working on games intended for female 

audiences. Because of nondisclosure agreements, I have kept the major-

ity of these interviews anonymous in my reporting and do not reveal the 

names of designers or the companies they have worked for unless there 

were specific reasons and clear consent.4 My goal with these interviews 

was to help establish that the video game industry is increasingly trying 

to appeal to women and that there are specific game types and styles 

assumed to be the ideal design for that audience.

WHAT IS AT PLAY AND WHAT IS AT STAKE?

In Mary Flanagan and Helen Nissenbaum’s Values at Play in Digital 

Games, the authors argue that all technology— digital games included— 

have sets of values, and that by tapping into those values we can design 

more conscientiously. They explain, “If we accept that technology can 

embody value, the practical turn allows designers and producers to con-

sider ethical and political concerns alongside more typical engineering 

ideals. System design is typically guided by goals such as reliability, effi-

ciency, resilience, modularity, performance, safety, and cost. We suggest 

adding items like fairness, equality, and sustainability to the list.”5 Those 

who design technology to meet those values, they argue, are considered 

“conscientious designers”— those who specifically try to embed ethical 
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values into design. While their theoretical framework is broad enough to 

apply to any kind of technological design, their book specifically focuses 

on digital games as a core space where values can be neatly embedded 

into designed spaces.

There is a kind of optimism to Flanagan and Nissenbaum’s argument. 

By cataloging many games and discussing the values that— when broken 

down to the core elements of game play— help to situate that game as an 

ethical (or not so ethical) system, Flanagan and Nissenbaum empower 

game designers to create play spaces that better represent a utopian ideal. 

The idealism necessary to buy into their argument is both appealing yet 

somewhat positivist. It seems to suggest that designers have an immense 

amount of control and can use their powers for good. Conscientious 

designers are able to recognize their own ideological baggage, yet push 

beyond it, within the capitalist system that employs them.

While the notion of a conscientious designer is useful for thinking 

about indie games (those designed by small teams not meant for mass 

consumption), it becomes a bit less useful at a larger, industrial scale. The 

video game industry sits at the juncture of aesthetics and commerce. As 

Casey O’Donnell argues, it is not simply a “software industry,” but a deli-

cate balance of art and consumer market.6 Given that, it seems essential 

to recognize both sides of this configuration. While game designers often 

have lofty or artistic ideals, there is also the political economy to consider 

in terms of decision- making processes. While a game designer might want 

to be a conscientious designer, the reality is that because games are like all 

products of mass media industries, he or she is often unable to do so. The 

zeitgeist of a time period and cultural situation more often reflects ideo-

logical underpinnings that may not be quite so conscientious— of course 

game designers understand their role in the market and their ability to 

lose their jobs. Flanagan and Nissenbaum, by putting the onus on game 

designers, ignore the corporate realities of the industry and market— the 

problem falls back to those very designers, and their failure to meet these 

standards becomes a means of issuing blame.

Certainly, Ian Bogost’s notion of “procedural rhetoric” offers a similar 

way of considering how specific aspects of game play might have mean-

ing worthy of analysis. He describes procedural rhetoric as “a technique 

for making arguments with computational systems and for unpacking 

computational arguments others have created.”7 Using this as his core 

mode of interpretation, Bogost analyzes several games, paying attention 
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to how specific game mechanics and game- play elements help to rein-

force particular ideologies. Thus he pulls apart meaning in both popu-

lar games (such as Animal Crossing) and political games, demonstrating 

how specific messages and ideas can come through in ways unique to 

the medium, by specifically looking at smaller components, rather than 

the entire game. This methodology, Bogost argues, is useful for analyzing 

any technological object.

However, procedural rhetoric is not without criticism. In his book 

Wordplay and the Discourse of Video Games, Christopher A. Paul ques-

tions one of the core aspects of procedural rhetoric. Paul points out, “Pro-

cedures in games are not conceived in a vacuum, which means that it is 

important to look both at and beyond them.”8 Instead, he suggests his own 

rhetorical strategy, “wordplay,” which is meant to “fill the gap” between 

game procedures and institutional elements. Paul explains that “wordplay 

is predicated on identifying ways in which video games persuade, cre-

ate identifications, and circulate meanings. This process of investigating 

video games leads to paying more attention to three crucial elements of 

video games: words, design, and play.”9 In other words, while Paul uses 

a similar rhetorical strategy to better illustrate the constraints of a diffi-

cult medium of study, his research pushes toward trying to understand 

not only small portions of the game but also its use. Additionally, Paul’s 

work does not place judgment on the game creators— it remains agnostic 

about the why and how, only looking at the cultural meanings that can 

come from play.

Thus the goal of studying game design is not to pull apart the elements 

to analyze them distinctly, but to create a better understanding of the 

institutional and larger cultural constructions that often affect design. It 

is inadvisable to be guided solely by procedural rhetoric or values at play; 

rather, it is best to use an amalgamation. As Paul astutely notes, games are 

not constructed in a vacuum— we cannot examine games without consid-

ering that they were made within an economic system. As such, Flanagan 

and Nissenbaum’s suggestion for conscientious design is useful, but only 

to an extent. It assumes a great deal of agency on the part of the game 

designer, who is most commonly situated in a larger industrial context. 

While that designer certainly has some weight in making choices about 

the meaning of games, it seems unlikely that he or she would somehow 

be capable of breaking out of the complex ecosystem of the game indus-

try to suggest more ethical underpinnings to game design. Furthermore, 
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the notion of what is ethical varies from person to person, and culture to 

culture. It stands, then, that blaming individuals for not having the proper 

degree of “values” in their design is deeply unfair.

Like all popular art, game design is affected by the culture and time 

in which it is constructed. Thirty years ago, there were almost no video 

games exclusively designed for women and girls. However, as games for 

these audiences began to filter into the market, certain assumptions, 

trends, themes, and styles became commonplace within design. Often 

these assumptions, trends, and themes reflected (and continue to reflect) 

deeper ideological constraints, particularly as they apply to gender. It 

seems essential, though, to also consider these elements from an inter-

sectional perspective. While thirty or even fifteen years ago the issue of 

how to get more females to play video games might have been a concern 

of industry economics, from our current perspective we can pull back 

even further and ask more in- depth questions. By asking the right ques-

tions, we can shed light on deeper constraints of diversity and access that 

might get baked into game design, such as ethnicity, social class, ability, 

and sexuality. We are now at a pivotal moment wherein there are enough 

games being marketed to women that we can ask larger questions about 

what is at play in gendered game design, while simultaneously interrogat-

ing what is not at play in the same designs. The goal of this chapter is to 

systematize how we can analyze a specific kind of game, without simply 

blaming those who produce those games.

GENDER- INCLUSIVE GAME DESIGN: THEN AND NOW

Before Sheri Graner Ray’s Gender Inclusive Game Design: Expanding the 

Market there was no clear- cut discussion about how the video game mar-

ket, at that time, was alienating to potential female players, and there was 

minimal discussion about specific methods of appealing to those play-

ers. Ray’s book begins with a simple premise: “But what if the player is 

female?”10 Her goal in the book is reaching beyond “traditional” markets 

in ways that don’t just use pink boxes to appeal to women and girls, but 

to consider specific aspects of game design that begin to enable more 

inclusivity. Specifically, Ray suggests a change in conflict- resolution styles, 

stimulus response, learning and communication styles, reward systems, 

and avatar selection. Breaking this down, via Ray’s suggestions, games 

with a gender- inclusive appeal should focus on:
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• Indirect competition as opposed to direct competition for nonconfron-

tational conflict resolution. Ray argues that “when faced with conflict, 

females will choose negotiation, diplomacy, and compromise over direct 

confrontation.”11

• A shift of stimulus response away from visual stimulation and toward an 

increased amount of emotional and tactile stimuli.

• A change in spatial targeting in games. Ray asserts that “males excel in 

targeting moving objects in uncluttered fields, while women excel in tar-

geting non- moving objects in cluttered fields,”12 by using an increased 

number of “hot spots” to enable this differentiation in play style.

• Involving less “risk” within the interface, ultimately making it more intui-

tive and easier to navigate.

• More friendly styles of communicating to the player (between game and 

player).

• Less drastic response to failure or errors. In other words, building a game 

system where players do not have to start over if they fail or “die” in the 

game. Ray suggests more forgiving game design.

• An increase in games that involve cooperative play.

• More ability for players to select their own avatars, with more variation in 

character types that are not hypersexualized.

Ray’s book was not academic, but rather a game design textbook. The 

book was popular; according to Ray in a 2015 interview13 it went through 

two printings.14

Gender Inclusive Game Design was not without its critics. T. L. Taylor, 

for example, explains in a book review that Ray’s “arguments too often link 

these issues back to a notion of gender difference rooted in contested data 

and theories. We have long had stories (often dubbed scientific) that try 

and isolate spatial skills, competition, aggression, cognition, risk or care 

taking, emotionality, and relational modes of being, within either biology 

or fairly tenuous notions of bio- social evolutionary theory.”15 In other 

words, her research often relied heavily on biological determinism and 

evolutionary theory in ways that suggest inherent biological differences 

between male/female play, rather than a focus on enculturated styles of 

play in a masculine/feminine sense (or dealing with it as a continuum of 

play styles).

However, it is important to contextualize that her book, being early to 

the market, was the first to broach any of these issues. Biological deter-

minism notwithstanding, Ray’s book was an important first step toward 
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broadening a consumer market that had become far too pocketed and 

insular. Disregarding the question of “gender” or biology, many of her 

suggestions could map to a larger call for more generally inclusive game 

design— finding ways to help make games appeal to a broader audience 

that were not necessarily raised on a diet of hardcore console games. Her 

book created a solid reminder to game designers that there are multiple 

kinds of audiences and multiple kinds of play.

The book enjoyed a good deal of popularity, and according to Ray it 

was used as a textbook in several game design programs.16 While it is dif-

ficult to gauge the exact amount of influence the book has had, it is worth 

noting two important factors: (1) since Ray’s book, there have been no 

subsequent books entirely dedicated to game design for female audi-

ences; and (2) in the developer interviews I discuss later in the chapter, 

it becomes clear that many of the premises of Ray’s argument have since 

been integrated into the growing number of video games specifically tar-

geting women.

Yet, despite the growth of games created (theoretically) for women, in 

our 2015 interview Ray suggests that there are still difficulties regarding 

how women are viewed by the video game industry: “We have a prob-

lem where the game industry does not see women as a market. They see 

women as a genre. We only have to make this one game for all women. 

So if you are a middle- aged woman and you want to play a game, you 

get pointed to FarmVille, or Words with Friends, or some of those social 

games that we— and I say we as the industry— have decided this is the 

game for women.”17 In other words, while there has been growth in terms 

of more gender- inclusive game design— because the games she references 

here surely meet the criteria suggested by her book— there is still a prob-

lem with how the industry deals with that perceived demographic. Alter-

natively, she suggests, men are treated “as a market, with lots and lots of 

different kinds of games.”

One problem with viewing females as a genre, according to Ray, is that it 

leaves no ability to unpack specific segments of that market— particularly 

when dealing with factors like age. She explains that “the industry doesn’t 

disentangle. They put women as one genre, all ages as female. They con-

sider females as one genre: fashion, and shopping, and makeup, Farm-

Ville, and social games. That’s all female. It’s very difficult to disentangle 

because the industry doesn’t disentangle. They lump all women into these 

categories regardless of age, race, religion, income.” Age gets lost in the 

construction of the female “genre” (as opposed to market segment). This 
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means that, in terms of analysis, while there might be a strong sense that 

a game is made with a specific (and female) audience in mind, it is diffi-

cult to understand whether some games are made for adult females versus 

teen girls. A good example of this market confusion can be seen in fashion 

games, which in many ways appear to be meant for tweens but also have 

aspects that might be intended for adult women. It is impossible to know 

the specifics of for whom a game was developed, even if it is clear that 

it was developed for a female audience in general. As discussed earlier 

in this chapter, game companies are well- known for being tight- lipped 

about actual and intended demographics. Yet, by considering Ray’s work 

as a foundational industry text and also looking at actual experiences dis-

cussed by game designers, it becomes evident that there is some attempt 

to get at this female demographic of potential video game players— even 

if that demographic is misunderstood or if there is a conflation of other 

points of diversification (such as age, ethnicity, income, etc.).

While no other authors have tackled gender as a topic for game design 

books to the extent that Ray has, a few have approached it either as a 

small section in a larger game design book or else as essays. Notably, in 

Fundamentals of Game Design, Ernest Adams offers an appendix section 

on “Reaching Adult Women.” Adams warns game designers not to appeal 

to “stereotypically feminine interests such as fashion or shopping”18 and 

instead to make attempts at gender inclusivity through the omission of 

(1) hypersexualized characters, (2), monotony in play, (3) “play without a 

meaningful goal,” and (4) single- player games.19 Adding some additional 

generalities, Adams revisits some of the topics Ray discusses in her book: 

different learning styles, risk aversion, socialization, resolution styles, and 

the ability to customize. Thus Adams’s advice is relatively analogous to 

Ray’s work regarding gender inclusivity, just with significantly less detail. 

Similarly, in her essay, “Are Boy Games Even Necessary?” Nicole Lazzaro 

suggests that game designers need to move further toward gender inclu-

sivity in design, rather than targeting specific demographics.

Yet the video game industry is still an industry. As with any media 

industry, demographics become an embedded mode of understanding 

how to design for and find a dedicated audience and fan base. In the fol-

lowing sections, I use interviews with game designers to synthesize some 

common industry understandings of what makes effective and enjoyable 

game play for female audiences.
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CONVERSATIONS WITH GAME DESIGNERS:  

FINDING PATTERNS IN GENDERED PLAY

Within all of these discussions about the gendered nature of digital play, 

there is a tumultuous contradiction: there are those who deny that there 

are games created for women audiences, but others in the industry who 

confirm that the video game industry specifically caters to this demo-

graphic. This mode of simultaneous admission and denial can— to some 

extent— be seen in the game design texts discussed above. Women are 

both portrayed as an untapped market and a misrepresented market. In 

this, many suggest that digital games can be made to appeal to all audi-

ences, and that the only true mode of appealing to diverse audiences is 

a more far- reaching sense of “inclusivity.” Yet others seem to be suggest-

ing that because the majority of digital games are inherently made with a 

masculine audience in mind, “gender inclusivity” really implies a binary 

understanding of gender: if men like some things, women clearly like 

other things. And in this, the only way to balance the market is by mak-

ing games specifically for feminine audiences.

This contradiction sparked a wide variety of responses with the game 

designers I interviewed. The interviewees throughout this chapter (also 

referenced lightly through the rest of this book) have all worked (in part 

or exclusively) on video games and for game companies that appear to be 

targeting women. Some developers confirmed that the games they made 

were for women outright, while others were less comfortable with the 

assertion.20 The very fact that this debate exists, though, provides ample 

evidence that— at least to some extent— games are necessarily designed 

for women. Yet even those who denied that some games are made for 

women tacitly admitted just as much, almost in the same breath. Sheri 

Graner Ray synthesized the reason for the problem’s contradictory nature. 

She explains that companies “can’t come out and say they’re making 

games for women because the industry assumes you’re going to fail, but 

on some level they know who they’re making them for. They know who 

their market is and they’re making games for women.”21

Thus there seems to be an underlying conflict in terms of how devel-

opers understand their audiences. As one game designer explains, “I 

don’t think they [the games] are intended for ‘just women.’ That would 

be an unnecessary and unwise limitation of the buying demographic. You 

build a game for other reasons, and then you find out who your largest 



	 42	 .	 PLAYING	WITH	IDENTITY

demographic is. You study them and learn what they loved and hated 

about the game.” In many ways this understanding of a targeted audience 

makes sense. Obviously audience boundaries will always exceed demo-

graphic information: people other than an intended demographic will 

always be interested in a game. Yet, just as men might go to a romantic 

comedy and find it enjoyable, they are not necessarily the core intended 

audience. As one game designer explained in an interview, “Most statisti-

cal analysis at game companies today only looks at broad patterns based 

on easily identifiable, concrete factors (like gender).” As such, there seems 

to be a need to keep statistics and demographics in mind when designing 

new games, but also a desire to not be too essentializing about what those 

statistics might actually mean.

As discussed in the introduction, while about half of all game players 

identify as female only 22 percent of the industry does. In part, the long-

time resistance of the industry to female audiences is what has likely kept 

many women from becoming game designers. In turn, many (though cer-

tainly not all) of the game designers making games for women are male, 

maintaining the image that the industry, itself, is dominantly masculine. 

One game designer explains, “There is currently still a stereotype that men 

are inherently more ‘core’ gamers than women are, but that is slowly shift-

ing with every new generation that is raised with and around games.” So 

part of the problem is that the industry itself is still in flux— it is not yet 

built around the expectation that women are gamers. As such, regard-

less of what women actually play (or, for that matter, what men actually 

play), there is a set of expectations about how one goes about appealing 

to female audiences in somewhat concrete ways. Even if game designers 

resist this premise, their responses reveal that there are distinct games 

that are othered from what is considered the typical “hardcore” audience.

THE FIVE DESIGN CATEGORIES

The problem, of course, is in how one determines which games are meant 

“for women” or, more generally, “for females.” How can we know whether 

a game’s design was intended for Player Two? In some ways, this would 

seem to be a simple exercise: past stereotypes and logics of the media 

industries make it hard to look at a game like Kim Kardashian: Hollywood 

as anything other than a game for females. Yet, in order to suggest that 

KK:H is meant for this theorized feminine audience, it seems important 
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to go beyond instinct. Interviews with game designers, then, have helped 

to solidify a specific rubric: a method of distinguishing factors that might 

help to define what could be considered feminine styles of gaming. Rather 

than using the rubrics from this list as definite and immovable factors, 

though, it is useful to consider them on a continuum. Later in the chapter 

I break down the most effective way of applying these categories. The fol-

lowing five attributes, then, are not meant to be understood as absolute 

directives, but as a starting point for better understanding the factors that 

help to unpack gaming perceived to be for women.

Thematic Attributes

The game designers I interviewed were largely in agreement that thematic 

elements matter, more than most other factors, including game genre. 

In this way, the specific themes used in a game space are constantly rel-

evant to the expectation of who would ultimately be the likely audience 

for a game. Among game designers, the most commonly discussed themes 

included fairy tales, supernatural, mystery, bucolic, animals, cooking, and 

fashion. Many agreed that these themes were specifically distinct from 

those used for other kinds of gaming. None of these categories is partic-

ularly surprising when compared to other modes of popular media— all 

are marketed to women in films, books, television, and other mediated 

spaces. At the same time, some of the themes do follow back to specific 

genres. For example, mystery stories and supernatural stories work well 

with hidden object games, whereas cooking, bucolic themes, and fashion 

tend to fit better with time management or invest/express games. These 

types of games tend to be more centered on narrative. As one designer 

explains, “Women like mature story lines with human relationships at the 

center.” Theme, in these ways, can be seen as one of the greatest factors 

in appealing to Player Two.

Yet theme is also problematic in that using it to appeal to women audi-

ences can specifically alienate male audiences, according to several game 

designers. For example, slots games— which tend to be fairly repetitive in 

style— use themes to cater to different kinds of audiences. As one game 

designer noted, “Picking themes that pander to women is a good idea if 

you have a great deal of slots games to offer, but you risk alienating the 

other 45 percent of your male audience if it’s too feminine.” The designer 

went on to offer an example, in which his company created a slots game 
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that used a pet theme. The new theme created a surge of new women that 

installed the game, but then, correspondingly, men did not like the new 

theme and the company was unable to retain enough audience.

When game designers are male, this thematic disconnect means that 

those creating the game need to potentially write outside their own tastes 

and interests. One female game designer explains: “In my work with 

mainly young male developers, I’ve had to teach them how to create game 

narratives for primarily older female audiences, and that has often been 

different from what they would like to play themselves. In terms of story, 

this has often come down to theme. They might want to create games 

about war, zombies, dragons, and the like, but older women tend to be 

turned off by those themes, looking instead for Gothic settings, the super-

natural, or a classic mystery.” Yet basing design entirely on stereotypes is 

not always fruitful. The same designer further explains that women audi-

ences tend not to be interested in romance, which “always surprises some 

people.”22 So there is a desire to stick to some specific themes that bring 

in women without alienating them (or potentially alienating other audi-

ences, as with the slots example above).

Finally, some game designers explained that games about getting fami-

lies together or some physical activity tend to be popular with women. 

Here we can see the ways that theme integrates with other aspects of 

game play (such as alternative controllers) as well as an expectation that 

women want both social and family- centric play. One developer explains, 

“Women would be much more likely to play Dance Central because it’s 

a game where your body is the controller, the music is Top 40 and pop, 

and you can dance together with your friends.” Similarly, one designer 

discusses the feminine interest in fitness games or “games with family 

appeal.”

Game- Play Attributes

Beyond just theme, specific elements of game play are often used with the 

intention of appealing to Player Two. Unsurprisingly, many of the game- 

play assumptions made by game designers reflect suggestions based on 

Ray’s Gender Inclusive Game Design. Some of the game- play elements 

discussed by game designers include:

• increased use of social elements;

• fewer constraints on time;
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• less in- game risk;

• simple mechanics; and

• emphasis on creative expression.

While some designers mentioned other aspects, the factors listed above 

were most frequently referenced as necessary components in making 

games that appeal to women.

The expectation of women as “social players” was one of the most com-

monly referenced attributes by the game designers I interviewed. One 

designer explained that games that have higher percentages of women 

players “tend to focus on collaborative social personal expression.” Simi-

larly, another designer elaborates on social gaming by explaining, “Col-

laborative social is a big one. As a very general rule, women tend to prefer 

to socialize with other players in ways that reinforce the ideas of ‘togeth-

erness,’ as opposed to the ‘apartness’ of many player vs. player games.” 

Thus the social elements of digital games that drive women audiences 

should not be situations where players interact with other players in a 

competitive sense, but rather should focus on more collaborative play that 

spurs a feeling of togetherness. As one game designer explains, “Women 

respond very strongly to social games; games that drive real social inter-

action between themselves and their friends.” Thus the expectation of 

“social” needs, in some way, to be embedded in their real- world friend-

ships, relationships, and experiences— not as a space where random peo-

ple play with other random people. In turn, games designed for women 

audiences often focus distinctly on noncompetitive communities. This 

style of game play contextualizes many of the games discussed through-

out this book— games like earlier versions of FarmVille (on Facebook) 

tend to rely more heavily on social interaction, while games like Kim Kar-

dashian: Hollywood give players an opportunity to play socially but don’t 

necessarily push that kind of interaction. Other games, such as Words 

with Friends, require far more social interaction— either with friends or 

strangers— but are more competitive than cooperative, suggesting that it 

might be more gender- neutral in intended audience.

Another aspect that designers discuss in their interviews is how time 

factors as an important and distinct element when designing games for 

women. In particular, game- play elements should not force players to 

play too quickly or for too long. One designer explains, “Non- time- limited 

tends to be popular; in general, a lot of women tend to play social/mobile 

games as a way to relax, escape, or decompress from the stresses of their 
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lives outside of games. Putting in mechanics that deliberately create stress 

or introduce the possibility of failure tend to not be as popular with play-

ers who are playing these games to avoid that sort of situation.” This cer-

tainly reinforces claims made in Gender Inclusive Game Design but also 

helps to contextualize some of the games I discuss in more detail in chap-

ter 2, where I focus on how games manage women’s time. Additionally, it 

reinforces research on gender and leisure from the introduction, suggest-

ing that women tend toward leisure that can be done in small snippets of 

time. So, on the one hand, games need to use time in a way that creates 

a stress- free environment. On the other hand, according to game design-

ers, it should be playable in five-  to fifteen- minute bursts. According to 

one designer, this makes it “accessible for both a mom demographic as 

well as people at work.” This kind of game play, wherein time is pocketed 

but does not push players toward a stressful countdown, characterizes 

most of the games discussed throughout this book. Diner Dash, Kim Kar-

dashian: Hollywood, FarmVille (and the rest of the Zynga Ville series), and 

hidden object games, as well as puzzle games and more gender- neutral 

games like Words with Friends, are all constructed with small activities 

that are not necessarily time- based but are capable of taking up large or 

short periods of time.

Game design intended for women often also attempts to reduce the 

perception of in- game “risk.” One game designer explains that when cre-

ating a game for female audiences, there is a tendency to focus on low- 

stakes competition, “where a loss in one session doesn’t carry over to 

successive sessions the way it might in games in the mid-  or hardcore 

gaming categories.” Once again, this nicely reinforces Ray’s points in Gen-

der Inclusive Game Design. This plays out in games such as Restaurant 

Story, Diner Dash, Kim Kardashian: Hollywood, or FarmVille that have 

no specific repercussions to not doing things properly on the first try. A 

loss in many of the games intended for women audiences doesn’t have 

negative ramifications in game play— it just prevents them from moving 

forward to the next level, the opposite of what happens in many console 

or computer games labeled as “hardcore.” This minor shift, while a rec-

ommendation for female audiences, is in some ways just good form in 

game design. A forgiving game makes play less stressful, in general, to all 

non- experienced game players.

Risk also relates back to interface. As previously noted by Sheri Gra-

ner Ray, by creating an easy- to- understand interface, play becomes more 

attractive to novice players. These players are not necessarily women, 
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although women often fall into this category. The most common simplifi-

cation of a game interface is a “point- and- click” style, often used in casual 

computer games. The equivalent to point- and- click on mobile devices, 

according to designers, are swipes, taps, and zooms. While this simplifi-

cation of the complex mechanics offered by console games might seem 

condescending to audiences, one designer notes that the players in ques-

tion “aren’t interested in a lot of complexity in the physical component of 

the game. They’re much more interested in feeling as if their minds are 

challenged.” Thus an accessible interface design is necessary to bring in 

new audiences, regardless of gender.

Some designers acknowledged that games meant to appeal to women 

audiences have some degree of “creative expression.” As one designer 

explains, in designing a title for women, he would “focus heavily on build-

ing a game with mechanics of skill and creative expression, so that players 

have the ability to get a strong sense of intrinsic reward through repeated 

play and that players can talk to one another about unique experiences 

they have when playing the game.” While the idea of creative expression 

might seem counterintuitive to a gaming environment (wherein actions 

are generally predetermined), it makes sense when considering that 

in many games discussed in this book there are several design options 

earned as the player progresses through the game. For instance, in Kim 

Kardashian: Hollywood, the player is given an increasing amount of cloth-

ing and hair options with which to personalize his or her avatar while 

playing. Restaurant Story 2 and recent versions of Diner Dash also give 

various design options— not always based on clothing fashion, but often 

on the décor of one’s restaurant.

Visual Attributes

Unsurprisingly, many game designers I interviewed remarked on the 

importance of maintaining an aesthetic style to appeal to women. One 

explains, “Art and presentation of a theme are extremely critical for nailing 

the appeal of your audience.” Yet, despite stereotypes, this visual design 

does not necessarily map to “pink.” While “pink games” was often the 

nomenclature used for describing games for girl audiences, most game 

designers recognize a certain degree of sophistication in their female 

audiences and a lack of desire for pink. One designer explains, “I’ve defi-

nitely pushed the team to not make the game ‘girly’; to avoid plastering 

the UI [user interface] with pink, which seems to be the temptation any 
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time video game people make games with women in mind.” Therefore, 

while there is a certain degree of stereotype associated with “pink,” and 

certainly pink games are built with an intended gender appeal, most of 

the game designers I spoke to want to push further than this.

Instead of pink, the key word to describe the visual design for games 

for women seems to be “lush.” As one game designer explains, “We make 

sure the game is visually lush, with a bright but sophisticated color pal-

ette. It can’t appear to be targeted toward girls, so anything overtly pink 

or feminine wouldn’t sell.” In addition to saturated colors, another game 

designer noted that there is often a surplus of rounded shapes, shiny ele-

ments, and soft shadows. These visual attributes might be buttons, game- 

play elements, or menu layouts. The optical overload of Candy Crush Saga 

(Figure 2) and Candy Crush Soda Saga are perfect examples of a “lush” 

aesthetic, although the label of visual lushness can certainly be applied 

to other game interfaces. While the colors for hidden object games don’t 

tend toward brightness, they make up for this lack of color intensity with 

a surplus of overwhelming visual data and the “shiny elements” and “soft 

shadows” mentioned above.

This being the case, several match- 3 games seem to fall neatly into 

this category of both visually lush and full of rounded, almost cartoonish 

elements. One game designer noted that while game mechanics might 

be identical, aesthetics vary wildly when considering gender in audience 

building. The designer explains that while Candy Crush Saga’s visual lush-

ness is clearly meant for women, one can find masculine counterparts 

with games like Marvel Puzzle Quest, which has similar mechanics but a 

different visual skin and a slightly different rule sets.

Character Attributes

In Gender Inclusive Game Design Sheri Graner Ray notes that character 

flexibility— allowing the player to build and play a variety of character 

types— is key to not alienating female audiences. Industry professionals 

have noted this for some time, and the game designers I interviewed rein-

forced this understanding: avatars should be customizable when possible 

and never sexualized. One developer explains, “In general, women want 

avatars and NPCs [non- player characters] that they can relate to, custom-

ize, and [that] generally don’t over- sexualize their character.” More specifi-

cally, another designer remarks that women tend to have more interest 

in games “where players aren’t forced to play a specific male character.” 



Figure 2. A screenshot of the mobile game Candy Crush Saga, developed by 
Midasplayer AB and published by King.com. The game provides an illustration 
of the use of “lush” aesthetics (e.g., bright, vibrant colors and rounded edges).
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Thus, much like Sheri Graner Ray implies in her foundational text, diver-

sity of player- playable characters is key to achieving a broad audience 

base.

In appealing to women, it is important not only to have female char-

acters but also to keep those characters from being overtly sexualized. 

One designer explains, “Un- sexualized female characters work well for 

both sexes, but the opposite works well as well.” Additionally, the same 

designer explains that style and fashion also factor into the appearance: 

“Characters that look fancy or follow the current fashion also catch the 

player’s attention. It’s not necessarily sexualized (though a lot of fash-

ion seems to point toward that), just showing that the character values 

his or her appearance.” This accounts for a game like Kim Kardashian: 

Hollywood, where characters might have hourglass figures, but only for 

the purpose of complementing trendy fashion. Finally, game designers 

suggest that one mode of bypassing sexualization and bodies is to make 

avatars or non- player characters animal rather than human. Using cute 

animal styles feeds into the aesthetic concerns of the above section (by 

suggesting lush styles and cartoonish curves) while remaining gender- 

inclusive by all accounts.

Finally, once again highlighting the importance of theme, there seems 

to be a sense from game designers that story factors into character types. 

One game designer references hidden object games, explaining that in 

that kind of title, “Players overwhelmingly like their detectives and private 

investigators. Beyond that, they like some fantasy characters, and they 

especially like animals as a helper character. They don’t tend to appreciate 

characters that belittle or heckle them, although some of the family games 

I’ve worked on included a bit of good- natured ribbing.” Here it seems 

notable to point out that because many women are novice video game 

players, the avatars and non- player characters need to avoid appearing 

threatening or condescending.

Excluded Attributes

The final rubric discussed by game designers is a question of not what is 

included in the digital games, but what is excluded. This category is a bit 

more difficult track with specifics, particularly because so much of it is 

based on thirty- plus years of development within the AAA gaming indus-

try, as well as controversies in game culture. In short, there is a perception 
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that violent content, as well as spaces that might incur harassment, are 

not appealing to female audiences.

While Sheri Graner Ray specifically explains in Gender Inclusive 

Game Design that violence is acceptable for women players, she remarks 

that game violence must be clearly contextualized. This is more or less 

echoed by the interviewed game designers, with comments suggesting 

that “games that feature violent men in violent stories where women are 

treated without respect clearly appeal very little to women.” Thus there 

is a sense that a little violence is acceptable, but an excessive amount of 

violence— particularly performed by men and directed toward women— is 

not likely to be accepted by female audiences. This seems generally unsur-

prising but is worth adding to the set of rubrics. It implies that a game like 

Angry Birds, with its violent subtext but cute animals and lack of gore, is 

more likely to be accepted by women than a game like Grand Theft Auto 

IV, with more realistic violence performed by humans.

Additionally, games that involve a specific amount of learned acumen— 

particularly that which would have been accumulated by a lifetime of 

gaming— are less likely to be desirable to women players. One designer 

notes that “skill- based games” are thought to be less appealing to women. 

Finally, games that create a space where players can easily be harassed in 

real time by other players (particularly by voice) are perceived to not be 

appealing to women players.

APPLYING THE ATTRIBUTES TO GAMES IN THIS BOOK  

AND BEYOND

The rubrics listed in the previous section should not be used separately 

when considering whether a game is intended for female audiences. 

Instead, the factors should be considered cumulatively. Additionally, while 

I have five major attributes listed above, it makes more sense to break 

them down to several smaller aspects. This breakdown comes down to 

ten distinct categories:

1. Thematic congruence: Whether the game maps thematically to topics 

for women (as outlined in “Thematic Attributes” section).

2. Collaborative/social: Whether the game has opportunities for experi-

ences to play with friends or strangers in a noncompetitive way (as out-

lined in the “Game- Play Attributes” section).
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3. Time positive: Whether the game structures play so that the player 

does not need to play for long periods of time and can pick it up again 

easily (as outlined in the “Game- Play Attributes” section).

4. Low risk: Whether failure dramatically affects the player’s overall expe-

rience (outlined in the “Game- Play Attributes” section).

5. Creative expression: Whether there are opportunities to design spaces 

or characters to show individual expression and style (outlined in the 

“Game- Play Attributes” section).

6. Lush aesthetics: Whether the game has bright, intense colors; rounded 

edges; and visual surplus (outlined in the “Visual Attributes” section).

7. Non- sexualized characters: Whether all or the majority of characters 

in the game are non- sexualized, which may include animal characters 

(as outlined in the “Character Attributes” section).

8. Avatar choice: Whether the player is given the opportunity to select 

and/or design his or her own avatar (as outlined in the “Character Attri-

butes” section).

9. Low violence: Whether the game has minimal violent content (as out-

lined in the “Excluded Attributes” section).

10. Low harassment potential: Whether the game is structured in a way 

that players cannot easily be harassed by strangers (as outlined in the 

“Excluded Attributes” section).

Given this list, it seems that rather than using a specific yes- or- no binary 

as to whether a game has been designed for perceived woman audiences, 

it might be more useful to think of this question on a continuum. Cumu-

latively, several of these factors together help to show a specific design 

plan that clearly is intended to accommodate women. That is not to say 

that men would not be interested in playing these games, but that the 

design tactics clearly demonstrate a woman in mind as at least some part 

of a target audience. Figure 3 shows these elements in a chart, with sev-

eral games and check marks indicating which games have which factors. 

The final column of Figure 3 gives a “score” to each game, depending on 

the number of factors that apply to that particular game. Figure 4 shows 

these games on a continuum chart, per their scores. Games with a score 

below a 5 are on the left side of the chart, indicating that they are more 

likely intended for masculine audiences, whereas games on the right side 

of the chart— with a score of 6 or above— indicates that there is a higher 

likelihood they were intended for Player Two.
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Here are a few examples of how specific games play out on this chart:

• Grand Theft Auto IV is a game that uses the crime underworld as its pri-

mary theme (not a theme listed above) and features complex game- play 

elements (as opposed to point- and- click), relatively high stakes in terms 

of failure and interface, sexualized non- player characters, dark shadows 

and deep aesthetics, and violent content. This version of the game has 

online play, making it ripe for harassment of female players. It is therefore 

safe to surmise that GTV IV was not designed with a female audience at 

its core. GTA IV has a score of 0.

• Angry Birds is a game that uses an animal- centric war as its primary theme 

with simplified game- play elements, relatively low stakes in failure and 

interface, animal characters, lush aesthetics, and moderately violent con-

tent (violence is portrayed without blood). Thematically, it does not really 

Figure 3. A chart of ten game attributes, breaking down specific in- game aspects 
that distinguish games that are designed for an intended female audience, per game 
designer interviews.
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fit into the spectrum of what is described in category 1. We can say that 

Angry Birds is meant to appeal to appeal to diverse audiences and is rela-

tively gender- neutral, since it hits many of the items listed above. Angry 

Birds has a score of 5.

• Candy Crush Saga is a match- 3 game that involves matching specific can-

dies in certain patterns. Its theme is an abstraction of food and is rela-

tively low stakes in terms of failure and interface, cherubic characters, 

lush aesthetics, and no violent content. While Candy Crush probably ap-

peals to a wide audience of both men and women, we can assert that it 

was designed with some aspects of an implied female audience. Candy 

Crush Saga has a score of 7.

• Kim Kardashian: Hollywood is a casual role- playing game that uses ce-

lebrity and fashion as its primary theme, with low stakes in failure and 

interface, somewhat sexy characters— but within the context of fashion 

and avatars that can be changed by players throughout game play— lush 

aesthetics, and no violence or potential for harassment. KKH was clearly 

designed with a female audience in mind. KKH has a score of 9.

Initially this charting appears almost ideal— it helps to begin to distin-

guish masculine games from gender- neutral and feminine games. How-

ever, Figures 3 and 4 are imperfect when dealing with masculine- intended 

casuals. A good example of this problem can be seen with the game Clash 

of Clans, a casual, free- to- play mobile game where players create armies 

and troops meant to attack other players, with thematic elements that are 

typically deemed more masculine. However, the play style itself is struc-

tured as casual with check marks for elements like collaborative social, 

time positive, and creative expression.23 Thus a game like Clash of Clans 

Figure 4. A continuum of masculine/feminine games, after being broken down from 
the ten attributes. The left side of the continuum illustrates an intended masculine 
audience, and the right side an intended feminine audience. The center of the chart 
shows games that are gender- neutral in style.
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scores rather high on the chart with a 7. In this way, it becomes appar-

ent that several of the factors listed as attributes are not mapping only 

theorized masculine/feminine play expectations— they are also mapping 

whether a game is casual. This confusion, of course, makes sense given 

what John Vanderhoef refers to as the “feminization of casual.”24

With this in mind, it seems important to weigh certain factors in the 

chart more heavily than others. For example, in my interviews, designers 

suggested that the thematic elements are particularly important when 

considering how to design a game for a female audience. Thus I argue 

that Figure 4 does a good job of mapping initially, but then a second chart 

(Figure 5) helps distribute the games with a score of 5 or higher specifi-

cally by whether they fit themes commonly expected in games for women. 

The games I focus on throughout this book are those that appear on the 

right side of this final chart: games that score higher than a 5 and main-

tain thematic relevance, suggesting that they are designed specifically for 

an intended female audience.

Given all these assessments, there are several categories of video 

games that most commonly meet these goals and seem to be intended 

for women audiences. As one game designer explains, certain categories 

of mobile/social “tend to attract a higher percentage of women players: in 

Figure 5. The continuum of game attributes factoring thematic elements. While Figure 4 
illustrated a full continuum of all the games, this chart balances out thematic elements. 
The top of the chart shows games that score below a 5. The bottom left shows games that 
score 5 or higher but do not have the thematic elements assumed for women audiences. 
The bottom right shows games with a 5 or higher that do have thematic elements 
assumed to be directed toward female audiences.
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particular, casual puzzle, invest/express, and hidden object games usually 

tend to see a gender distribution of somewhere between 60/40 to 75/25 in 

favor of women. These games usually have a few traits in common— they 

tend to focus on collaborative social, personal expression, and they are 

generally not time pressured.” At the same time, they bear the thematic 

expectations of “women’s genres.” Some of the game categories specifi-

cally listed by developers that have a tendency to attract more female 

audiences include:

• hidden object games (e.g., Mystery Case Files);

• time management games (e.g., Diner Dash);

• invest/express games (e.g., Farmville);

• match- 3 games (e.g., Candy Crush Saga);

• social games (e.g., Words with Friends); and

• fashion games (e.g., Kim Kardashian: Hollywood)

Additionally, as noted above, Wii games and exergames are also consid-

ered popular with women, even if they were not always designed spe-

cifically for women. The categories provide a clear set of materials worth 

studying throughout the remainder of this book. Just as the creation of 

more feminized games has continued to shift the video game industry, 

studying the outputs of these products will continue to shift the scholar-

ship of how we understand play and leisure in gendered constructs.

As noted already throughout this book, designed identity is about how 

the individual choices made in game design cumulatively build a shadow 

gamer. The choices listed above are primarily logical decisions, given the 

past history of the video game industry’s attempts to court gendered audi-

ences. Simplified interfaces, tested themes that are popular with women, 

visually distinct aesthetics, and more mutable in- game characters all sup-

port Sheri Graner Ray’s argument about gender inclusivity in game design. 

At the same time, they also demonstrate variations on how these aspects 

might be implemented.

The focus throughout this book, however, is not limited to studying this 

set of rubrics; rather, I explore how designed identity constructs players. 

While designed identity can be applied to several categories (and in some 

ways, several forms of media), the focus here is specifically on women 

audiences. The goal is to use the rubrics of this chapter to isolate and con-

sider which games are specifically meant for women, and subsequently to 

see what can be learned about how leisure is designed for this audience.
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DESPERATELY SEEKING JENNIFER

I began this chapter with a discussion of “Jennifer,” the idealized player of 

Restaurant Story 2. Jennifer, of course, is both real and imaginary— she is 

an amalgam of player types, expectations, and presumptions. She is Player 

Two. She is also not the only draft of Player Two. One designer interviewed 

for this study told a story about a game company that had a poster on its 

wall of a “middle- aged white woman dressed like an insurance agent.” 

When asked why the woman was there, the game designer was told, “So 

we always remember who our player is.” Other designers echoed this sen-

timent. One designer clearly stated that there is an industry impression 

that invest/express games (discussed in more detail in the next chapter) 

were built “for a middle- aged woman, somewhere in the Midwest.”

Building player types is not new. It is a practice started by the Wizards 

of the Coast in their original creation of the card game Magic: The Gath-

ering.25 In many ways the practice makes sense in this sector of the video 

game industry where teams comprised mostly of men create games for 

women. In this way, character types can help game designers create out-

side their own selves and design play that has a degree of empathy toward 

other kinds of gamers. It would seem that this would be a good practice. 

However, while other media industries have toyed with player personas, 

it is not necessarily a widely used practice elsewhere.26 There is no expec-

tation that there is a “Melissa” for whom the sitcom Friends was created. 

While most film directors are men, to my knowledge there is no “Cynthia” 

that they are instructed to keep in mind when making a romantic comedy. 

The creation of this kind of archetype seems to be distinct to the video 

game industry. In this way, “Jennifer” stands alone as not only a represen-

tation of women, but as a representation of the anomalies created within 

and by the video game industry.

Jennifer is not a representation of what is wrong with the video game 

industry— she merely illustrates the changes that are happening (both 

good and bad). In this way Jennifer is both important and problematic. 

She offers hope. As one game designer explains, “The game market has 

changed so that women can see themselves in the games they play; they 

are no longer expected to like what the men in their fantasies like, because 

they can choose to play games designed with women in mind.” Jennifer is 

a result of that shift, but also an illusive character that cannot be captured 

by a simple player type.
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Jennifer is complex; she is multifaceted; she has nuance. Jennifer is 

the daughter of the conflicts between second- wave feminism and leisure 

practices— she wants to play but has neither the time nor the resources 

to do so. While there is an implication that Jennifer is white, middle class, 

cis- gendered, heterosexual, abled, and maternal, she is not necessarily 

any of those things, and she is simultaneously all of them. Jennifer is the 

ghost inside this book, desperately trying to push at the edges of the video 

game industry to get a just little more play.
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2 Playing with Time

DO SOMETHING WITH YOUR NOTHING

In 2006, the Nintendo DS Lite was released as a mobile gaming platform 

that specifically targeted women audiences. Along with this new product, 

a marketing campaign ran in several special interest magazines such as 

O: The Oprah Magazine, People, and Martha Stewart Living.1 The cam-

paign used the slogan “Do Something with Your Nothing” and featured 

situations where people are often bored (such as doctor’s office waiting 

rooms and bus stops). Rhetorically, the advertisements suggested that 

video game play should be done not as an act of leisure for the sake of 

leisure, but rather to fill snippets of time. For example, one advertisement 

suggests, “The average wait in a doctor’s office is 23.4 minutes. Do some-

thing with your nothing” (Figure 6).2 These ads often accompanied the 

slogan with images of happy people— primarily women— playing, while 

bored people enviously watched them.

The “nothing” being referred to in the “Do Something with Your Noth-

ing” campaign was, of course, time.3 In order to play video games, in order 

to enjoy them and become a good player, a person needs time more than 

anything else. The idea of games and apps to keep oneself constantly 

occupied has become increasingly relevant with the ubiquity of mobile 

devices. Mobile gaming can be seen as an intensification of this trend— at 

the core of the iPhone game sits the inherent contradictions between pro-

ductivity and play. But time is a complicated factor within the lived experi-

ences of many women, and these complications have become part of the 

designed identity of the theorized woman player. The importance of time 

as a factor in the designed identity of Player Two is apparent given that 

“time positive” is its own category in the chart from the previous chapter. 
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Being “time positive,” and being flexible in how a game can be played, 

therefore, is a core concept at the root of both the lived realities as well as 

the perceived lives of women players.

In this chapter I demonstrate the delicate balance between time, play, 

and gender as it relates to the designed identity of Player Two. As noted 

Figure 6. The Nintendo DS “Do Something with Your Nothing” magazine advertisement. 
This spot ran in O: The Oprah Magazine, People, and Martha Stewart Living in 2006. The 
ad illustrates a desire to sell women on the idea that playtime should be done in small, 
interstitial snippets of time.
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in the introduction, many women have a specific and complicated rela-

tionship with leisure activities, often leaving leisure partitioned into small 

blocks of time. Since second- wave feminism, with its influx of women 

returning to the workforce in the 1970s and 1980s, women’s leisure has 

become pocketed into small moments uninhabited by perceived produc-

tivity, due to what Arlie Russell Hochschild refers to as “the second shift.”4 

The second shift pronounces the notion that women often work full- time 

jobs both in offices and in household management. Yet, again, time is 

what video games require— without it games do not get played. In this 

way, the designed identity of the woman player in many video games 

deals with managing time both in the game world and in the real world. 

The resulting play never fully engages the player and never allows for the 

comfort of uninhibited leisure within digital play. At the same time, it is 

impossible to ignore that it does allow and make time for play, even if that 

play is segmented. Playing with time is about allotting specific moments 

for productive play and giving new players entry into the medium.

Time management, of course, is a tricky topic in video games. Alison 

Harvey, for example, demonstrates ways that families often limit screen 

time in general, but that video game screen time also plays an impor-

tant role for many families in terms of togetherness within the domestic 

sphere.5 Thus we don’t often associate playing video games with managing 

time. Time management tends to be relegated to the world of business or 

the management of the household. Time management is in the spirit of 

using one’s time in the most efficient way possible, whether that is getting 

projects done on time, attending meetings, or taking the kids to soccer 

practice. We associate time management with the efficiency of everyday 

tasks, not with the free- form nature of leisure, which is theoretically not 

meant to be managed. Leisure, as we tend to understand it, is about free-

dom from the structures of the everyday. The purpose of leisure involves 

the specific pleasure of not thinking or worrying about time. Video games, 

one would think, fall under this purview— while one might schedule free 

time for playing video games, the game itself is rarely full of the everyday 

obligations implied by the monotony of time management. Thus there is a 

push- and- pull when video games are specifically designed with women in 

mind. They are often designed with an understanding of the complex rela-

tionships between women and time, but also with an understanding that 

time is what is necessary to draw in more players and create a depth of 

play. This complicated situation often plays out in the designs, narratives, 

and mechanics of a genre often referred to as “time management games.”
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It is impossible to put too much emphasis on the significance of time 

management games and their descendants in terms of their implications 

for Player Two. This chapter interrogates the contradictory nature of time 

and leisure, primarily through this lens of time management games. At 

their core, such games often employ the thematic subtext of time manage-

ment in both virtual and real worlds. More specifically, the genre seems 

to be primarily intended for women players, with most of the games in 

this category scoring well above a 6 on the continuum from the previous 

chapter, and many have the thematic relevance that positions them for 

feminine audiences. Because time management products are primarily 

marketed to women,6 it is no coincidence that such games are designed 

with this perceived audience in mind.

Thus the designed identity of Player Two cannot be disentangled from 

the mechanics, narratives, and play style of time management games. 

Starting with what I identify as the urtext of time management gaming, 

Diner Dash, I explain how this game, and its successors in the series, advo-

cate for specific uses of time during play. I then explore three different 

modes of “time management” as they have pertained to games since the 

popularity of the Dash series (specifically analyzing the games Island Tribe 

4, Magic Life, Cake Mania, and Sally’s Salon). Additionally, I demonstrate 

how this category turned into a new gaming trend within the last five 

years— what is referred to as “invest/express” games by industry profes-

sionals. Zynga’s Ville games (e.g., FarmVille), Restaurant Story 2, and Kim 

Kardashian: Hollywood are all examples of the invest/express category.

TIME IN VIDEO GAMES

In considering the importance of time in narrative, it is useful to factor 

in the medium in question: specific forms of media affect the structure 

and expectations of temporality. For example, Paul Booth has cleverly 

illustrated ways that the shifting aesthetics of television have shaped 

new paradigms for temporality in that medium. Booth argues that spe-

cific conventions have been built into our current televisual landscape 

through modes of “temporal displacement” that occur “when television 

programs play with time, using flashforwards, flashbacks, time travel, 

and/or changes in the protagonist’s memory to heighten the spectacle 

of the television narrative.”7 These temporal displacements have the 

capability of engaging the audience in ways that allow them to turn the 

plot into a kind of game.8 Thus this mode of temporality is specific to the 
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serialized, televisual format that audiences have adapted to over time. 

Different media are able to engage with temporality in different ways, 

depending on the affordances of the structures, formats, and audiences 

of that specific medium.

Given the parameters and complexity of the medium, it is useful to 

consider how video games engage with temporality. In their research on 

time, Jose Zagal and Michael Mateas suggest the use of “temporal frames” 

to consider how time functions within formal analysis of video games. 

They explain, “Relationships between events constitute time; it follows 

that all of these events contribute to the temporality of the game. Rather 

than developing a single ‘temporal domain’ consisting of the set of rela-

tionships between all these events, we found it useful to identify specific 

event subsets, define a temporality relative to that subset, and then iden-

tify interactions between the times established by these different event 

subsets.”9 In other words, in order to analyze temporality in a game, it 

is necessary to consider all the ways that time might function simulta-

neously within that space. Zagal and Mateas then break down tempo-

ral frames in video games into four primary categories: real- world time 

(how time occurs in the real world during game play), game- world time 

(time that is established by the events occurring within the game world), 

coordination time (events that are in coordination with multiple player 

actions), and fictive time (large chunks of time passing that might occur 

between single rounds of a game).10

Using this framework, this chapter primarily focuses on the interplay 

between real- world time and game- world time, as they relate to time man-

agement games and their successors. Time, I argue, is structured in such a 

way in this gaming genre that it necessarily implies specific modes of time 

and time management in the real world. The anxieties implied by real- 

world time management seep into the very structure of time management 

games. Player Two and her designed identity are affected by the expec-

tation that the player will use her game- world time— time that is often 

suggested as frantic, manic, and out of control— in order to better man-

age and structure her real- world time. This complex interplay between 

temporality in the game world and the real world becomes inextricably 

linked to expectations of women’s relationship to leisure, making cam-

paigns such as “do something with your nothing” an essential pitch to 

Player Two, who is presumed to not have large chunks of free time but, 

rather, tiny slices of time.

As described in the introduction, women’s leisure tends to be typified 
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by small bursts of free time. Given this, the interconnections between 

these temporal frames take on increased significance for understand-

ing how play is designed for Player Two. At the same time, increasingly, 

the modes of time management gaming (particularly those in the invest/

express category as typified by FarmVille and Kim Kardashian: Holly-

wood) seem to involve an exponential amount of game- world time in 

order to play the game properly. This game- world time expands outward, 

turning into real- world time and blending them together. In this way, one 

might argue, the designed identity of Player Two might actually be sup-

porting more time for leisure.

THE TIME MANAGEMENT GAME

Time management products are those that help organize how we spend 

our time in our everyday lives. Products such as day planners, software, 

books, and phone applications are all meant to illustrate to consum-

ers how to properly use their time in the most efficient ways possible. 

In Arlie Russell Hochschild’s The Time Bind: When Work Becomes Home 

and Home Becomes Work, she asserts that many products for time man-

agement are specifically marketed to women. She explains, “Like men, 

women absorb the work– family speedup far more than they resist it; but 

unlike men, women are the ones who shoulder most of the workload at 

home. Naturally, then, they are more starved for time than men are. It is 

women who feel more acutely the need to save time and women who are 

more tempted by the goods and services of the growing ‘time industry.’ 

They are the ones who shop for time.”11 This time industry, according 

to Hochschild, preys on the complicated schedules that many women 

navigate upon reentering the workforce after having children. In other 

works, as mentioned above, Hochschild describes this problem as “the 

second shift” wherein women are expected to work the equivalent of two 

full- time jobs, managing households and careers.12 The organization of 

their time then becomes essential to the lived, everyday realities of many 

women, which can then easily be marketed as products. In these ways, 

it seems likely that time management games are targeting busy, work-

ing, female players, perhaps even mothers. While the games themselves 

are not time- savers, the “time management” label might have particular 

appeal to this demographic.

Certainly, parallels between casual games and the aforementioned 

research on women’s leisure are undeniable. Both seem to be characterized 
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by the snippets of time described in the introduction of this book. Casual 

games not only accentuate these small bursts of time but are also often 

“cheap or free,” much as Rosemary Deem characterized typical leisure 

for women.13 The ease with which casual gaming is able to fit into many 

women’s leisure patterns makes the assumptive links between women and 

casual games unsurprising. In short, casual games are often structured in 

series of short levels, wherein the player is able to complete a small por-

tion of the game in fifteen minutes or less.

Time management games, though, push issues of time and leisure 

further than many other kinds of casual games. The time management 

game is unique in that its very structure uses constraints and expecta-

tions of women’s leisure (or lack thereof) in order to insist that women 

should play with their free time, but also serves as a constant reminder 

that women don’t have the leisure time to comfortably play. Essentially, in 

time management games, players are generally charged with work- type 

tasks— waiting on tables, making products, serving customers, guiding 

employees, or cleaning and reordering spaces— within timed sessions. 

Time management games are often in the service of the non- player- 

character customers. In order to be successful in the game world, the 

player must move quickly and keep customers happy to curry their favor 

and earn large tips. But in order to do these things, speed is always of the 

essence.

Even the descriptions of games under the label “time management” 

often suggest few playful attributes. For example, Big Fish Games adver-

tises a large selection of time management games on its website and 

encourages the player by suggesting that he or she “manage time, cus-

tomers, and money in games for the serious goal setter.” The lack of play-

fulness in this definition is notable, but also notable is the (re)use of time 

management as a marketing tool. It would seem that time management, 

as an often- gendered consumer product, has been neatly shuffled into 

a gaming category. Thus, within its game- play style, time management 

games can be seen as exacerbating these preexisting issues with women 

and leisure. Computer games in this category include Diner Dash, Cake 

Mania, Sally’s Salon, Ranch Rush, Island Tribe 4, Magic Life, Burger Shop, 

Turbo Subs, and hundreds of others. Similarly, myriad time management 

games can be found on mobile devices, increasingly referred to by the 

video game industry as invest/express games, such as Zynga’s Farm-

Ville and CityVille; Storm 8’s Restaurant Story 2 and Castle Story; and Glu 

Mobile’s Kim Kardashian: Hollywood and Katy Perry: Pop.
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Each of these games, when even marginally popular, subsequently 

spawns dozens of sequel games and clones (often from other mobile game 

companies) that offer similar (often identical) game play. Thus the success 

of Sally’s Salon might lead to the development of half a dozen distinct (yet 

slightly different) games. Like other casual games, they are cheap or free 

to play and involve bursts of activity. But, at the same time, time man-

agement games constantly invoke themes of time in the game world in a 

way that plays off perceptions regarding women’s anxieties about time in 

the real world. To borrow terminology from Zagal and Mateas’s work on 

temporal frames, they suggest a slippage of game- world time and real- 

world time.

By analyzing the structure of game play in several video games within 

the time management sphere, I illustrate how the designed identity of the 

woman player plays with, and into, expectations of women’s real- world 

time. The label “time management game” is an apt one— not only do the 

games thematically involve work- related issues, but the mechanics of time 

 management games have underlying themes of work embedded in the 

objects of play. Given this, it is useful to consider these games as a kind 

of “third shift.” Hochschild explains that the third shift might be used for 

“noticing, understanding, and coping with the emotional consequences 

of the compressed second shift.”14 Alternatively, Michele Bolton charac-

terizes a third shift as a kind of inner dialogue that functions as a psycho-

logical workspace for many women balancing home life with work life.15 If 

Bolton’s assessment is true, then the third shift of gaming is complemen-

tary: it functions as both an iteration of and release from the psychologi-

cal burden of this mental weight.

DINER DASH: ESTABLISHING A GENRE

As mentioned above, the game Diner Dash is the urtext of the time man-

agement genre. Created in 2003 by the game designers Nick Fortugno and 

Eric Zimmerman, the series follows the adventures of Flo, a hardwork-

ing waitress/restaurateur who functions as the player’s avatar. The game 

has been credited with inspiring a “trove of restaurant- themed casual 

games.”16 Additionally, though, it inspired an entire genre of game play— 

the time management game— which pushes its influence far beyond its 

waitressing roots. Though the game specifically targeted forty- something 

females,17 its conventions helped shape the future of all time manage-

ment games. The game’s popularity initiated the development of dozens 
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of spinoffs, many considered successful from an industry perspective. 

The company that oversaw the production of these games, PlayFirst, has 

since been acquired by the mobile game company Glu (responsible for 

publishing Kim Kardashian: Hollywood).18 In this way, recent iterations 

of Diner Dash are slowly turning to the invest/express model, detailed 

below. To this end, the traditional time management game has become 

somewhat obsolete, slipping into a position where invest/express is now 

the more all- encompassing version of the format. Yet examining the roots 

of the time management game emphasizes the ways time has grown more 

elastic in this genre. In other words, by looking at the trajectory from Diner 

Dash through to Kim Kardashian: Hollywood, I am able to illustrate the 

subtle but impressive shifts that have occurred in women’s gaming over 

the last decade and a half.

While Diner Dash does not represent the entirety of time management 

games, it helped establish the roots of the genre as well as several modes of 

iteration. In the subsequent section, I branch out and describe later itera-

tions of the genre (including invest/express games), as well as how this 

style of gaming has developed into other franchises with respect to themes 

of time management. I go into more detail on the Diner Dash series than 

I do about many of the other games discussed in this chapter. Having 

spurred the initial format for this style of gaming, and being the game that 

several others clearly modeled themselves after, it is important to illustrate 

how work and play are structured in the Diner Dash series. Additionally, 

because several other games replicated the format (with often minimal 

game- play modifications), there is a certain degree of redundancy within 

this genre— particularly the early games that were deliberately modeled 

on Diner Dash, such as Cake Mania. Because of this, I use Diner Dash as 

a model, and then describe other variations that have helped to structure 

subgenres within this area.

Diner Dash, initially a computer title, has now become a complex net-

work of games, including portable versions for smartphones and multiple 

gaming platforms. Several of the computer versions have been networked 

for limited online gaming. The series includes Diner Dash, Diner Dash 

2: Restaurant Rescue, Diner Dash: Flo on the Go, Diner Dash: Hometown 

Hero, and Diner Dash: boom! The most recent release, in 2014, reverted 

to the name Diner Dash as Glu’s newest mobile version of the franchise 

(Figure 7). Some versions have modular premium restaurants that can 

be added to the base game, which places the main character in a variety 

of surreal situations. For instance, Diner Dash: Flo through Time is an 
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addition to Diner Dash: Hometown Hero that uses time- travel predica-

ments to create more variation in the game play. Other restaurant adven-

tures place Flo as a protagonist in fairy tales and use various seasonal 

themes. The series of Cooking Dash games feature Flo trying to take over 

a kitchen when her cook is away. Additionally, there are several other Dash 

games, where Flo makes cameos either as a participant (in the Wedding 

Dash games she serves as an occasional waitress), customer, or confi-

dante. The other Dash games include Wedding Dash, Dairy Dash, Fitness 

Dash, Parking Dash, Fashion Dash, DinerTown Detective Agency, Diner-

Town Tycoon, and Avenue Flo. Additionally, while many of these listed 

games are older, each of the games has more recent iterations that have 

subsequently been released within the series. Most of the games in the 

Dash- verse have women protagonist avatars, and all feature Flo in some 

form.

The mechanics of Diner Dash, and all of the iterations to follow, are 

fairly simple. The customers request specific things (seats, menus, food, 

drinks, service, cleaning) and the player (playing the role of Flo) must click 

on the customer and serve their needs before they get ruffled, angry, or 

decide to leave the restaurant altogether. If the player serves customers 

speedily enough, she makes more money and— with enough money— is 

able to move on to the next level, which generally increases in difficulty. 

Figure 7. A screenshot of the game Diner Dash, originally developed by GameLab 
and published by PlayFirst in 2003. Diner Dash was the earliest example of a time 
management game— a category particularly marketed to women. The image shows the 
more recent version of the game, after Glu Mobile acquired the series.
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The happiness of the customer gauges the player’s progress within the 

game— a series of hearts over the customer’s head indicates to the player 

how well they are doing at serving customers. Each game in the original 

Dash series is structured with fifty levels. After every ten levels Flo moves 

to a different location (usually a new restaurant), thus pushing the nar-

rative forward. In each level the game play changes subtly, but the over-

all purpose of serving the customers to keep them happy— through the 

management of time— remains the same.

What can be considered the “time management” elements in these 

games involves a complex relationship between work and play that under-

lies the premise of the original game, as well as the premises of subse-

quent games in the series. Work and play become conflated and combined 

through elements of narrative and game play. Time management func-

tions both as the narrative drive fundamental to the game worlds as well 

as the immediate mechanics that the players need to excel at, in order to 

properly function within that world.

Flo’s “origin story” helps to set up this complex interplay between work 

and play. We are introduced to Flo in the first Diner Dash game while she 

is working at an office. She is shown as a business executive constantly 

harangued by bosses and coworkers. The initial comic frame opens with 

the text “Somewhere in a dreary office . . .” and shows Flo sitting at a desk. 

Several coworkers ask Flo for various reports and repeatedly chant her 

name. In frustration, Flo runs out of the office exclaiming, “Man, there’s got 

to be something better than this!” As she attempts to escape her cowork-

ers, she happens upon a restaurant for sale and exclaims, “Of course! My 

own restaurant!” This setup is very telling of the construction of Flo’s situ-

ation. Flo literally travels from one job where she is being harassed and 

harangued for things to another job where the same thing happens— 

but this time serving customers. Time management, as it occurs in Diner 

Dash and subsequent games, is not about managing your own time, but 

managing another person’s time. In this way, the narrative helps set up 

the reality that we will be inextricably linked to Flo’s relationship to time 

and location.

At their core, all the Dash games, and Diner Dash in particular, create 

a nuanced relationship between work and play, resonating through both 

narrative and game play. While the games are intended for play or leisure 

time, thematically they involve workspaces that bear a great deal of simi-

larity to work outside the game world. The drudgery and repetitiveness 

involved in waiting on customers often feels more like work than play. This 
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evokes issues discussed previously regarding women and leisure time: like 

many women’s real- world leisure experiences, the game never disentan-

gles work from play. Time management is the key way to separate these 

things, and so by conflating work with play our job becomes managing 

time for Flo or other protagonists.

Through Flo, the player is constantly being forced to mix work with 

play and to engage in time management activities. During each level, the 

player takes the role of Flo, maintaining the actions necessary for the char-

acter to move on to the next task. At the same time, the player is judged 

by Flo at the end of each level, determined by whether the player has 

passed the parameters of that level. As such, the player has three differ-

ent relationships with Flo: (1) she watches Flo in the cut scenes that occur 

at the beginning and end of the game, much like how one would watch 

a film character; (2) the player acts out the role of Flo, identifying with 

the work the character must do to complete each level; and (3) the player 

is judged by Flo, in terms of success or failure of that level. As such, the 

relationship between the player and Flo is nuanced. The player is Flo, is 

watching Flo, and is judged by Flo. This relationship between the player 

and Flo (where Flo is avatar, character, and judge to the player) continues 

to exacerbate problems where video games become work, rather than a 

play space. Because the player’s actions and Flo’s actions are constantly 

being conflated and interchanged, what is Flo’s work becomes the play-

er’s playtime, and vice versa. While the player’s actions are distinct from 

Flo’s actions (they are pressing buttons and using game controllers), it is 

potentially the work aspects (the on- screen parallels) that resonate with 

the player. For some players there may be difficulties in disentangling this 

relationship, and playtime could simply become work time. While Diner 

Dash is only one example of a time management game, the format has 

been replicated to many others. Essentially, in- game work stresses reen-

act stresses many women experience in the real world. Time management 

becomes the primary mechanism to mediate these anxieties.

This tension between work and play is obvious at the beginning of 

Avenue Flo, an iteration of the Dash franchise. While Avenue Flo is not a 

typical time management game— it is more of a puzzle game where Flo 

wanders around DinerTown attempting to help her friends find things and 

do things— work versus play becomes an important theme as soon as the 

game begins. The opening cut scene of the game provides a song- and- 

dance musical number with all the members of DinerTown, but specifi-

cally featuring Flo (Figure 8). The lyrics of this song are as follows:
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I just don’t have the time to relax

Gotta keep those diners in the black

The coffee is brewing

The customers are chewing

Your life seems like an interlude

When you’re serving up cartoon food, so . . . 

I just don’t have the time to sit down

On the busiest street in all of DinerTown

Some call this Florida Street

But they’re not in the know (no, no, no)

We, call this Avenue Flo

The lyrics of this song are notable for a video game. It is difficult to imag-

ine a game geared toward Player One (such as Halo or Grand Theft Auto 

IV) beginning with a primary avatar uttering the words “I just don’t have 

the time to relax” and following this up with “Your whole life seems like 

an interlude” and “I just don’t have the time to sit down.” Not only does 

this song seem to be suggesting that the players of the game might be too 

busy to play, it seems to be celebrating that fact (evidenced by the song- 

and- dance style). Avenue Flo seems to be, on the one hand, suggesting 

Figure 8. A screenshot of the game Avenue Flo, developed and published by PlayFirst as 
part of its Diner Dash franchise in 2009. The image shows the opening number, a song- 
and- dance cut scene with the line “I just don’t have the time to relax”— easily a theme 
song for the perceived female audience’s lack of free time.
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that it is a game that specifically understands women’s lack of time. On the 

other hand (and with a wink), the song also infers, “But we all know that 

women don’t have free time”— certainly not for play. The Dash series and 

its spinoffs set up not only conventions for styles of game play, but also 

expectations regarding women, time, and time management.

Monotony is both the curse and the blessing of this initial iteration of 

the time management game, as typified by Diner Dash. Monotony char-

acterizes the banality of the space, the necessitation that the game world 

is not so different from our everyday lives. Monotony is, then, a factor 

that potentially made Diner Dash a hit and an inspiration for so many 

clone games, which all similarly deal with the mundane elements of the 

every day. Yet that very monotony is what roadblocked the genre— there 

was only so much variation that could occur within this specific model. 

In turn, subsequent variations took several different paths, particularly 

in computer gaming.

BEYOND THE DASH: EMERGING SUBGENRES

Diner Dash, with all its vast iterations and slight modifications to game- 

play style, established not only the time management game genre but 

also a series of subgenres. In this section I outline three distinct modes 

of time management games. While I treat the three subgenres as though 

they are separate, in more recent invest/express games (characterized 

in detail later in this chapter) the three modes ultimately begin to col-

lapse into themselves for more robust styles of gaming. Importantly, all 

the games in this established space are about time management, but time 

also becomes managed alongside other elements. In other words, time is 

never the only thing managed in a time management game.

As time management games developed as a genre, three different 

modes began to take form: time– people management, time– product 

management, and time– resource management. Each of these subgenres 

has a similar feel in terms of game play— they all produce hectic styles 

of play. Similarly, they all seem to focus on the mundane rather than the 

fantastic— even when given supernatural themes. For example, the game 

series Magic Life is a time– resource management game that allows players 

to develop their “skills” in a magic- based world. Yet the primary game play 

focuses on the mundane— players must regularly eat and sleep in order 

to level up their resources and become increasingly magical.

In many ways, the seeds of several of the subgenres were established 
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within the Dash- verse. While Diner Dash uses very specific game- play 

mechanisms (waiting on tables, delivering orders, entertaining custom-

ers, cleaning up after customers), over time different iterations defined 

new variations on the game play. For example, while Diner Dash itself 

functions well as a time– people management game, subsequent games in 

the series such as Cooking Dash helped to establish what I identify as the 

time– product management subgenre, and DinerTown Tycoon became an 

early version of time– resource management. Within all of these, the Dash- 

verse has remained a centralizing force on the casual games industry.

In what follows, I briefly unpack each of the subgenres in time man-

agement games. The purpose of this unpacking is manifold. First, we can 

better understand the different possible meanings of “time management” 

within the context of the game worlds. Second, it is important to remem-

ber that “time management game” often becomes a catchall term for any 

game that implies extreme busyness in game play. By breaking these out 

we can understand the ways the genre has become interpreted and rein-

terpreted into many different things. Finally, and importantly, with doz-

ens of games in this subgenre, many titles are overlooked. By putting a 

spotlight on small, often- unnoticed games we can start to see specific 

patterns that arise.

Diner Dash can be considered a time– people management game. This 

distinction means that the primary concern is around specific customer 

“types” who have different wants, needs, and desires. Time– people man-

agement in many ways taps into the management of emotions (a topic 

discussed in more detail in chapter 2). Games that use time– people man-

agement game play work under the presumption that the role of the player 

is to keep those around them happy. The “time” element in this kind of 

game then becomes the speed with which a player is able to serve other 

people.

The proto- game in this subgenre is, of course, Diner Dash itself. Yet 

PlayFirst also expanded the time– people management game, specifically 

with other styles of service beyond table waiting. Other PlayFirst games 

that maintain the expectations within this subgenre are Wedding Dash, 

Hotel Dash: Suite Success, Diaper Dash, and Fitness Dash. Other casual 

game companies similarly tapped into this market, making games where 

one needs to manage a range of different kinds of people in a short span 

of time. For example, Sally’s Salon is a popular game series that involves 

managing and moving around different people receiving spa treatments 

and haircuts. Jane’s Hotel uses similar mechanics to Hotel Dash, where the 
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player arranges people and manages in a hotel situation. While generally 

time– people management is about moving people around, sometimes 

it is about moving products around a screen in a way that people move 

themselves. For example, in Supermarket Management 2, stocking shelves 

with specific products keeps customers happy by making them move to 

their proper locations in a game store.

The appeal of the time– people management game is typically about 

controlling a diverse pool of customers. Most often, the player plays the 

role of an owner or manager in these games and thus has personal buy- in 

to the success of a small business. As in the original format for the time 

management game, the frantic energy revolves around the bustling activi-

ties of keeping non- player characters happy. The tension in this style of 

time management gaming centers on other people’s sense of time, not 

the player’s own sense of time. The player is tasked with making sure 

other people’s schedules and lives stay on track for her own success. At 

the same time, this management of humans seems, in many ways, to rep-

licate social dramas: the player is being tasked with keeping customers 

happy not only with the business owner, but also with other non- player 

characters. For example, a core aspect of game play in Wedding Dash is 

keeping specific wedding guests apart from each other, per their requests. 

Failure to do this properly turns the bride and groom into Bridezilla and 

Groom- Kong, respectively (Figure 9). The emotional pressure of negotiat-

ing human feelings replicates a different kind of work than simply a con-

flation of the work/domestic sphere. In chapter 3 I will discuss emotional/

affective labor in more detail. Yet, at this point, it is important to consider 

the role of people management on the familiarity and monotony embed-

ded into time management gaming. Here, the everyday labor of women 

becomes gamified in distinct ways.

Similar in some ways to the time– people management game, the time– 

product management game also features customers as the purpose of 

game play. While certainly this subgenre has proliferated with the suc-

cess of the time management game, in many ways its roots go back much 

further to the 1982 arcade game BurgerTime (Figure 10). BurgerTime was 

a platform- style arcade game that tasked players with quickly assem-

bling hamburgers. The time– product management style of gaming that 

has become increasingly popular pushes this original game style further: 

while the player still needs to quickly construct products (often food), 

there are now often visible customers to negotiate and an increasingly 

complex menu of different product types.



Figure 9. A screenshot of the time management game Wedding Dash, originally 
developed by ImaginEngine and published by PlayFirst in 2007. The image shows 
the player losing, with the bride and groom turning into Bridezilla and Groom- Kong, 
respectively.

Figure 10. A screenshot of the original BurgerTime coin- op arcade game, developed by 
Data East and Mattel Electronics in 1982. The game signifies an early iteration of time– 
product management in a game world.
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Cake Mania illustrates an excellent example of the combined mechan-

ics and game- play style between the time– people management game and 

the established product- making style of BurgerTime. In Cake Mania the 

player assembles a variety of baked goods at a mom- and- pop bakery shop 

while customers make specific and personal requests and variations (Fig-

ure 11). BurgerTime was unemotional assembly work. While assembly- 

line- style work is certainly involved in a game like Cake Mania— or other 

time– product management games— so is the personal people- style man-

agement of the Dash franchise. Unlike in BurgerTime, the player is not 

making products for unknown masses but personally fulfilling customer 

requests. Yet the primary mechanics of these games still focus on build-

ing a specific product, rather than the movement of and service to non- 

player characters.

Food is certainly a popular theme in this style of gaming— bakeries 

(the Cake Mania and Cake Shop series), sandwich shops (Turbo Subs), 

and other restaurants (Cooking Dash) are fairly common in the subgenre. 

Amusingly, and presumably paying homage to the success of BurgerTime, 

Figure 11. A screenshot of the time management game Cake Mania, developed and 
published by Sandlot Games in 2006. The game is a more recent example of time– 
product management gaming.
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some time– product management games use hamburgers as the primary 

product line (such as the Burger Bustle and Burger Shop series). Food 

is not necessary for this style of gaming, however. Shopmania involves 

putting together Tetris- like shopping carts. Another variation is jewelry- 

making games, such as Youda Jewel Shop 2. Similarly, several fashion 

games (JoJo’s Fashion Show, Fashion Rush, etc.) rely on the product man-

agement of putting together themed outfits during specific spans of time.

Ultimately, the time– product management game is, to some extent, 

still about managing people, but more specifically it is about managing 

people’s personal tastes in material goods. The materialism inherent in 

this subgenre helps to support the notion that the designed identity of 

Player Two is necessarily as a consumer of material goods. This relation-

ship between material consumption and designed identity will be dis-

cussed in more detail in chapter 4.

Finally, the time– resource management game is another subgenre of 

time management gaming. Time– resource management in many ways 

pulls from another popular gaming genre, often referred to as resource 

management games. Well- known game series such as SimCity, Black & 

White, and Sid Meier’s Civilization are examples of this genre. The time– 

resource management game uses several game- play elements from these 

titles but tends to function on a smaller level. In the Dash- verse, an exam-

ple of a time– resource management game would be DinerTown Tycoon, 

a game that has Flo managing the resources for several restaurants and 

looking at restaurants as a larger system. Yet, unlike games such as Civi-

lization, the time– resource management game has always functioned at 

smaller systemic levels— the systems being designed are not meant to 

encompass entire worlds but rather smaller management systems. The 

player in a time– resource management game is rarely a god— he or she 

is another person trying to make sense of the game world around them.

Some examples of the time– resource management game include 

Island Tribe 4 and Magic Life. These games tend to focus on quests or 

tasks that have players collecting small amounts of resources to com-

plete subsequent tasks— for example, gathering wood to fix a broken road. 

Another variation of the time– resource management game style plays off 

the mundane quality of every day— titles such as Life Quest 2: Metropo-

ville and Magic Life gamify the process of starting at the bottom of life 

and working one’s way to the top. These games use the premise of capi-

talist markets as subtext, suggesting that with enough hard work anyone 

can be successful. And while a game such as Magic Life suggests fantasy 
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and supernatural themes (thematically appropriate to women audiences, 

according to chapter 1 of this book), the actual content focuses on every-

day life (Figure 12). Despite being magically inclined, the player still must 

endure the monotony of daily existence: sleeping, eating, and working. 

The games in the time– resource management category involve the most 

variation, and also seem to diverge the furthest from the original Diner 

Dash format. Rather than keeping individuals happy, games in these cat-

egories tend to focus more on keeping systems functional. Yet they do not 

have the complexity of large- system games such as Civilization, instead 

tending to simplify the conceptual frameworks of resource management 

games into small tasks that are recognizable in everyday life.

Obviously, time management games can mean several different things, 

and management itself is fluid. While I have made a point of breaking 

the space into several subgenres, it should be noted that they are not 

always this distinct. Several of these subgenres often combine with one 

another to allow for different modes of simultaneous time management 

in more recent games. Since the emergence of Zynga as a force in the 

video game industry this includes invest/express games, which frequently 

combine time– people management, time– product management, and 

time– resource management seamlessly into a more robust, and more 

Figure 12. A screenshot of the computer game Magic Life, developed by Meridian 93 and 
published by Big Fish Games in 2010. The game illustrates time– resource management 
in a game world.
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consuming, style of time management game. Within the newer style of 

invest/express video games, the player’s relationship to game- world time 

becomes even more fluid, increasingly creating a slippage between game- 

world time and real- world time.

THE EMERGENCE OF THE INVEST/EXPRESS GAME

More than any other video game company, Zynga can be credited for the 

emergence of what is commonly referred to as the invest/express model by 

video game developers. Zynga was founded in 2007 and early on acquired 

YoVille, a virtual networking game world.19 Soon after, Zynga expanded 

the Ville model, first developing FarmVille and then other related titles 

such as CastleVille, CityVille, and FrontierVille. The Ville model started as 

Facebook games, but rapidly migrated to other platforms, notably iOS and 

Android mobile devices. In turn, other game companies such as Storm8 

and Glu have made their own games in the invest/express model.

Typically in an invest/express game, the player is given a sparse, small 

space and the ability to decorate it. The player is presented with a series 

of tasks and/or customers that provide small errands or assignments that 

gradually push her or him to increase the size of the space and the work 

done within that space. For example, in FarmVille the player begins with 

a small plot of land and a few animals and must farm the land, com-

bine ingredients, and tend to the animals. CastleVille does a similar set 

of things but with a slightly less bucolic theme and more fantasy- based 

elements. In Storm8’s Restaurant Story 2 the player is given a small res-

taurant and access to certain ingredients in a store, which the player must 

use to cook items for customers. In these games there is an ongoing inter-

play between time– people management, time– product management, and 

time– resource management. This integration creates an opportunity for 

the player to constantly engage with the game- world space to complete 

a variety of tasks, and also forces the player to return to the game world 

at regular intervals (very literally, managing her time). Just as soon as one 

assignment ends, the next set of instructions are given to the player, mak-

ing play appear to be endless in many respects.

The payment structure in invest/express games is similar to many oth-

ers on the casual market: while players are given a small amount of in- 

game money to begin, they “earn” more money the more they play. Players 

are also given the option to use real money according to exchange rates 

that vary from game to game. Generally speaking, the player can usually 
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progress reasonably well (albeit slowly) without spending his or her own 

money, although spending money always means spending less time lev-

eling up in the game world. In other words, time always equals money in 

the invest/express model. These games are commonly referred to as either 

“free to play” (F2P) or “freemium” games, meaning that the game is free to 

download but better content comes with a monetary investment. Chapter 

4 will go into more detail on the F2P format.

The name “invest/express” is not a consumer name for the games but 

rather how the video game industry refers to the model. In an interview, 

one game designer explains the breakdown of the words “invest” and 

“express” and how they function in this industry category:

The “invest” portion typically refers to the investment of time/effort on the 

part of the player. While one of the normal channels of monetization for F2P 

casual games involves bypassing the time investment, players who wish to 

progress without paying can almost always do so. 

The “express” portion refers to the player being able to create a board 

that reflects their preferred aesthetic. For instance, some players want to 

create very realistic layouts, while other players use their board as a canvas 

to create something wholly separate from the presumed point of the game 

(e.g., designing a farm).

So, put briefly, “invest” refers to the investment of either time or money 

while “express” refers to free expression. But it is notable that these terms 

have quite a bit of fluidity built into them. The time/money aspect of the 

“investment” portion suggests that time and money are equivalent and 

interchangeable (which, of course, they are in the game world). Express, 

while specifically referring to “self- expression,” can also refer to the speed 

of play— play is done on “express” (or sped- up) time, and the more you 

invest, the faster that play moves. Time seems to be interlinked and neces-

sitated within the invest/express game, wherein temporality and the use 

of time has become the primary mode of play.

At the same time, invest/express games structure the player’s real- 

world time in such a way that one cannot play endlessly. Generally speak-

ing, the model in these game worlds (as well as other casual puzzle games 

such as Candy Crush Saga and Polar Pop Mania) is that over time a player 

“earns” more energy (game “energy” equals the ability to play). For exam-

ple, in Kim Kardashian: Hollywood the player is given a specific number 

of energy points that cap out, depending on what level she is at. Once 

those energy points are used up she must wait for the game to re- allot 
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her more energy points (a new point is given every five minutes). At the 

same time, another in- game clock is running and the player is expected to 

complete tasks in a specific period. For example, a player may be asked in 

KK:H to complete a photo shoot in three hours, but the number of energy 

points given means that she must come back in a specific amount of time 

to complete the shoot, or she does not get full points for the task. Other 

games are slightly less demanding. Candy Crush Saga and Candy Crush 

Soda Saga, for example, dole out one energy credit every twenty min-

utes, and the number of possible credits cannot exceed five. One energy 

credit, however, only equals one turn of play. These different mechanisms, 

again, reinforce a ludic interplay between time and money. The player 

can always buy more energy credits, or she can wait and come back to 

the game later. In Candy Crush Saga there are no repercussions for this, 

but in KK:H the player can lose her status on the A- list if she ignores the 

relevance of time.20 Yet, Candy Crush Saga, while a popular casual game, 

does not fit into the invest/express model— it is simply a casual puzzle 

game. Thus invest/express seems to place more importance on the notion 

of time.

To this end, invest/express has expanded on the most compelling 

aspects from the time management game. The games in this space are 

about staying busy, persistent movement, and constant work (even within 

play). For example, the official game description for the mobile game 

FarmVille 2: Country Escape (Figure 13) reads as follows: “Running a farm 

is loads of fun in this fresh sequel to a classic world- builder. Zynga’s latest 

offering presents a wealth of activities to keep you busy, including milk-

ing cows, harvesting fruits and vegetables, fishing, unlocking new areas, 

decorating your property, and even selling items to friends.” This descrip-

tion is compelling for both its conflation between work and play, and its 

use of the words “fun” right along side of the phrase “keep you busy.” 

The presumption of this game world is that by doing chores (in this case, 

bucolic chores) the player will in some way quell their desire to stay busy 

and feel “productive” as well as fill a need for “fun.” The description is writ-

ten deftly to conflate the two activities and naturalize work as a mode of 

play. It is also notable that the final phrase of the product description ends 

with the claim that “it’s a delight for any gamer.” Perhaps this marketing 

copy is overreaching about who plays FarmVille (and what kinds of play-

ers self- identify as “gamers”), or (alternatively) perhaps it is an attempt at 

expanding the term “gamer” itself.

In many ways, it would seem that the invest/express model provides 
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the perfect setup for the perceived Player Two. If the common cultural 

understanding of femininity and adult women is that they are busy— too 

busy for play— then a game that functions in snippets of time while also 

focuses on having the player return for subsequent game- play sessions 

would be an ideal format. In this way, invest/express seems to be a per-

fect articulation of the perception of the female player’s leisure habits. The 

realities of this leisure, of course, lie somewhere between the cultural per-

ceptions and the lived experiences. The maturation of time management 

games into invest/express games seem to illustrate a desire to capture 

women audiences on their own terms.

Not all invest/express games are intended for women. For example, 

Figure 13. A screenshot of FarmVille 2: Country Escape, developed and 
published by Zynga in 2014. The title is an example of the invest/express 
style of video games. The image shows the game description given by 
Zynga, which conflates productivity and play.
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chapter 1 alluded to Clash of Clans. In some ways, Clash of Clans (and 

its clones) can be seen as the masculinized version of the FarmVille style 

of video game, replacing bucolic themes with battles. This would seem 

to imply that invest/express as a game style and category has begun to 

exceed gendered expectations. And in many ways this is true. But perhaps 

the larger takeaway from the popularity of Clash of Clans is a suggestion 

that as masculine roles continue to shift in our culture, there is a desire 

to see this feminized style using more acceptably masculine themes. 

Because designed identity itself is not gender- specific, the concept helps 

to illustrate the changing perception of multiple markets— men included.

TIME MANAGEMENT WITHOUT TIME

Above I noted that time management products— not just the games dis-

cussed, but actual time management aids— are most commonly marketed 

to women. What is remarkable, however, is that many of the time manage-

ment games discussed in this chapter have no real- world relationship to 

time. While this is not particularly peculiar for a video game, it is certainly 

odd for a time management product. Real- world time rarely seems to be 

present as an element in the game world. Time management games, of 

course, erase the rest of the background of computers and smartphones— 

all elements, including the clocks. In other words, in a time management 

game the one thing that players are not able to manage is their own time 

in the real world. A notable exception to this rule is the invest/express 

game Kim Kardashian: Hollywood, which specifically times tasks, forc-

ing the player to return to game play. Yet even in KK:H time functions in 

abstractions from real- world time: the game never tells you to come back 

at a specific hour (related to your clock and time in the real world), only 

that in a specific amount of time the gig expires, taking away points from 

the player if she hasn’t completing her tasks.21

Those who study clocks and other artifacts of time might remark, how-

ever, that the absence of a clock is only a consequence of how humans 

understand their relationship to time. A clock, of course, is not an actual 

representation of real time, but a tool to help direct the way we think 

about time. Kevin Birth refers to objects of timekeeping as “necroman-

tic objects” or “tools by which the dead think for the living.”22 The time 

recorded by a clock is only a representation of our ontological expecta-

tion that time exists as it has been presented to us in cultural and social 
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contexts. Perhaps, then, the lack of real timekeeping mechanisms within 

most time management games is logical— after all, it is the game time 

being managed, not the real- world time.

Yet there seems to be some trickery embedded in the gendered designed 

identity within many time management games. The presumption of the 

label surely indicates to players that by playing in smaller units of time, 

by doing something with their nothing, they are— in some measure— 

managing real- world time. In this way, the conceit of time management 

games is that the games, perhaps, do help to manage a person’s time. If 

stealing seemingly “productive” time is the goal of a video game— or any 

leisure activity— then the time management game is tasked with implying 

that players gets to have their cake (mania) and eat it, too.

However, the lack of clocks becomes almost sinister in this way. A par-

allel of this experience can be framed best by research on gambling at 

casinos. Natasha Dow Schüll refers to the time experienced at a casino, 

particularly while machine gambling, as being “elastic.” She explains, “The 

machine zone’s elasticization of time, like its elasticization of money, dis-

tills key elements of contemporary social and economic life. Clichés like 

‘time is money,’ ‘time is running out,’ and ‘life moves fast’ captures a phe-

nomenon of which machine gambling is only one example— namely, that 

capitalism operates at increasingly high speeds.”23 To this effect, an elas-

ticization of time can be seen in time management games as well, where 

time seems to be both never ending yet always running out. Indeed, tru-

isms like “time is running out” could easily characterize the monotonous 

yet addictive play inherent to time management games.

It is through this lens that we need to begin to consider gendered 

designed identity in time management games. The elasticization of time 

helps to structure play that is never fully developed and always somewhat 

tenuous. Inside the game worlds, players’ “time” is not their own— it is 

more often than not dependent on the time of non- player characters. 

Outside the game world, time does not belong to the player either. She is 

expected to play for only short bursts of time— a mechanic that is some-

times simply implied, and other times structured into the very core of 

the game, as with the pay mechanics of F2P games. She is playing within 

a kind of third shift, where her play always and necessarily resembles 

work activities. As with Bolton’s depiction of the third shift, it somehow 

becomes an interiorized critique of how players spend their real- world 

time outside the game. Additionally, there is no reason why the third shift 

cannot be fun.
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Above I suggested that it is impossible to put too much emphasis on the 

significance of time management games. As evident from the examples 

given here, time becomes structured in terms of game- play time and real- 

world time, but the two are often conflated. The nonstop negotiation of 

other people’s time in game worlds such as Diner Dash means that time 

management is always about negotiating the expectations of others. Yet 

the structure of the games, forcing players to play in snippets or bursts 

of time, aligns with the real- world expectations of women and anxieties 

about time and time management.

But the elasticization of time has positive implications for Player Two 

as well. If leisure time is fleeting for many women, and they are there-

fore compelled by the time management game genre, the elastic nature 

of game- world time implies that the game is creating more time for play 

where there previously was little. The designed identity of Player Two 

has little or no leisure time to spare, but somehow the game worlds— 

particularly those in the invest/express category— seem to constantly be 

squeezing in more time for play. Part of the trickery of all time manage-

ment games is that while they suggest a nod of “we know you don’t really 

have leisure time” (as implied by the opening song in Avenue Flo), they 

somehow make an elastic time for leisure that, hopefully, spirals outward 

into the lived experiences of busy players, women or otherwise.

SPEED, HYSTERIA, AND MANIC BODIES

There is a manic quality to many casual games, and time management 

games are no exception. The time management game’s frenetic undercur-

rent always implies temporality, but in relation to speed. Apart from the 

realities of game play— which does, indeed, have players moving their 

avatars around quickly— naming conventions help to support the idea 

that speed is necessitated through game play. In this way, the aforemen-

tioned temporal frames that draw a neat line between real- world and 

game- world time are very specific in the kind of time they imply: fast 

time. Bodies in the game world are expected to move quickly and effi-

ciently. Game titles use words such as “dash” (Diner Dash, Wedding Dash, 

Diaper Dash, Doggie Dash), “hustle” (Busy Bea’s Halftime Hustle, Hospi-

tal Hustle), “rush” (Fashion Rush, Roller Rush), “haste” (Hospital Haste), 

“bustle” (Fitness Bustle, Burger Bustle), “scramble” (Kitchen Scramble), 

even pushing things up to a “turbo” speed (Turbo Subs), or simply declar-

ing pure “chaos” (Costume Chaos). The speediness helps to maintain the 
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distinction that players should continue to make use of all available time 

and space— through the constant movement referenced in these titles— in 

order to do “something with [their] nothing” (as the Nintendo campaign 

slogan suggests). This also gets reinforced (within the industry at least) 

with the “express” nomenclature associated with invest/express games. 

Leisure time, according to these titling conventions, is not about relaxing 

but about using time as quickly and efficiently as possible— short of fall-

ing into pure chaos.

Yet, at the same time, there is another trend in the naming conventions 

implied by speed: that of hysteria. Several games in this genre use names 

in their titles like “mania” (Cake Mania, Nanny Mania, Bubble Mania, 

Shopmania, Babysitting Mania, Gourmania), “craze” (Ice Cream Craze, 

Fashion Craze), “frenzy” (Farm Frenzy, Rescue Frenzy, Fitness Frenzy), and 

“fever” (Deco Fever), or combine them to convey nothing short of hysteri-

cal madness (Fever Frenzy). While on the one hand these titles might imply 

similar themes as the “dash”- titled games (mania in terms of quick move-

ment and speed), they simultaneously imply fanaticism and hysteria. This 

pushes the speed and movement implied by the dash- titled games even 

further— the in- game movement is, potentially, not within the player’s 

control. The play, it would seem, has gone too far.

By tapping into this notion of “crazy” within the designed identities of 

Player Two, there is an implication that the play is guided by and toward 

hysteria. For hundreds of years hysteria was primarily defined via femi-

ninity, and only since 1952 has the term lost credibility in the psycho-

logical community.24 Despite this, “hysteria” is still used as a descriptor 

to suggest extreme and irrational femininity. The condition of hysteria 

was marked by a potpourri of potential symptoms, including (but not 

limited to) fainting, shortness of breath, loss of appetite, muscle spasms, 

and nervousness. In Technology of the Orgasm, Rachel Maines points out 

that “the panting and shortness of breath associated with the hysterical 

paroxysm, and eventually the disease itself, came to be called the ‘suffo-

cation of the uterus’ or the ‘suffocation of the mother.’”25 In fact, the term 

itself is derived from the Greek word for uterus. Of the gendered nature of 

hysteria, Maines astutely remarks that “there is no analogous word ‘tes-

tecical’ to describe, for example, male sports fans’ behavior during the 

Super Bowl.”26 In other words, masculinity is permitted to lose control in 

ways that for women might be considered “hysterical.” This point is par-

ticularly poignant when applied to games and play, suggesting that within 
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play designed for women there is a loss of control, whereas within play 

designed for men it is normal and expected.

It is in this space— where movement necessarily implies fast move-

ment (dashing) and subsequently links to hysteria (mania)— that we can 

inevitably see how the management of time inherent in feminine designed 

identities links back to the management of emotions. Additionally, we 

can see how all of this quick play designed for Player Two, if taken too far, 

could ultimately lead to a kind of hysteria. If play gets out of control— if 

it goes too far, if leisure time is not properly managed— women’s lives 

can become purely hysterical. The control necessitated in time manage-

ment games, then, is about controlling that hysteria— specifically, hold-

ing it back. Emotions, like time, occupy a specific gendered role in play 

designed for women— a role that, in this way, overlaps with time manage-

ment. The underlying implication seems to be that if we let our bodies 

play too much, if we are unable to control our time properly, we might 

move into a space of emotional unreliability, where hysteria is inevitable. 

In the following chapter, “Playing with Emotions,” I continue this thread 

by illustrating how the designed identity of Player Two involves emotional 

management.
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3 Playing with Emotions

“MY WII STORY”

In 2007, soon after the release of the Wii gaming system, Nintendo 

launched an advertising campaign called “My Wii Story.” Through the 

Nintendo website,1 people were invited to write in stories about the 

transformative powers of the Nintendo Wii and how it helped their lives 

and families. While both sexes wrote in to “My Wii Story,” the majority 

of the submissions came from women. Several stories were turned into 

magazine advertisements, often appearing in special interest magazines 

such as O: The Oprah Magazine and Martha Stewart Living, and all of 

these magazine versions were written by women. The advertisements did 

not necessarily promote that women play more, but rather that they use 

play as a means of connecting their families (and connecting with their 

families).

All of the “My Wii Stories” that appeared in physical magazines start off 

with a testimonial quote about what people like about the Wii gaming sys-

tem. Below each of these testimonies is a woman’s signature— a personal 

advocacy for the product. For example, one story author, Nancy Ponthier, 

attests that the Wii promoted family togetherness, which is reinforced by a 

picture showing a mother playfully hugging her son while negotiating the 

Wii remote (Figure 14). Her headline quote says, “It’s the first video game 

I’ve really enjoyed playing.” The testimonial continues, “We really like 

playing together as a family, so we quickly moved it from my son’s room 

to the living room. We even like making Mii characters together. They’re 

funny and we get a kick out of describing each other. I took a crack at 

making my own Mii. Then my kids told me it wasn’t ‘pretty enough’ and 

made it better. I thought that was sweet. They were just so happy I was 
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interested in a video game.” This testimonial nicely implies that for her 

the system is not meant for play, but rather to facilitate the emotional 

happiness of her family. Further, it suggests that her children love her 

more— even think that she is prettier— because she played the Wii with 

them. In this, the subtext of play becomes a form of what I will identify 

below as “emotional labor.” Other “My Wii Stories”— both in magazines 

and on the original website— carried similar themes of emotionality and 

nurturing modes of play.

Certainly we are all permitted to enjoy emotional experiences in, and 

because of, video game play. “My Wii Story,” however, illustrates a differ-

ent kind of emotionality— one that hinges on the well- being of others. 

While in the case of “My Wii Story” the emotional well- being is that of real 

family members, games intentionally designed for women often employ 

a similar emotional register for fictional, non- player characters. One con-

sistent theme— which I will be highlighting throughout this chapter— is 

how emotional labor and the work of caring come to the forefront in the 

designed identity of Player Two. The interplay of emotional labor with 

themes of productivity and work, I argue, helps to create games where 

women’s in- game labor is always linked to emotional countenance. Yet 

the emotionality felt within video games is powerful and can resonate in 

everyday lives. While emotional labor can take its toll, in- game emotional 

labor often brings positive effects with it. While in the real world emo-

tional labor is often thankless and unsatisfying, in the game world it can 

result in satisfying, positive in- game outcomes. As with the management 

of time, emotional labor in games is a mixed bag.

In the previous chapter, I ended with a discussion of how the notion 

of “mania”— and all of its gendered stereotypes— helps to create a kind 

of expectation that women’s play necessarily broaches instability and 

insanity— that women’s emotional state is always on the verge of hyste-

ria, and that one small drop in the bucket might push her over. I illustrated 

the underlying implication that by playing too much, and not being able 

to control their play, women might become emotionally unstable. In this 

chapter I offer the flip side of this argument. On the one hand, too much 

play might cause manic behavior, but on the other, it offers a means of 

emotional caregiving. Caregiving becomes a more “acceptable” emotional 

outlet for women, a controlled state that infers a form of domestic labor. 

The designed identity of Player Two is always inextricably linked to some 

kind of an emotional state. This emotional state can create an extra layer 

of labor for the intended female audience, but it also has the potential to 
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create emotionally satisfying experiences that replicate real- world emo-

tional labor in more rewarding ways.

As I illustrate throughout this chapter, because women are often 

charged with performing social functions and caregiving in the domestic 

Figure 14. A screenshot of an example from the Nintendo Wii “My Wii Story” advertising 
campaign. Advertisements in this series— including this one in particular— appeared 
in O: The Oprah Magazine and Martha Stewart Living in 2007 in an attempt to get more 
mothers to engage their families in playing the Wii console gaming system.
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sphere, this kind of play often projects a false idea of how women are 

expected to perform leisure. It would seem the designed identity of Player 

Two is inextricably linked to an anticipation of women’s emotional state, 

which often seems to bounce between the unstable (the manic) and the 

nurturing (the necessitated emotional). By exploring how emotional 

states become designed into video games, I illustrate how these technol-

ogies help to manage and play with identities. I break down the emotional 

countenance experienced in gendered gaming into several categories. 

First, I discuss Diner Dash (and its successors) once again, exploring how 

emotionality is an important element within time management games. 

Next, I discuss hidden object games, using the game Surface: The Noise 

She Couldn’t Make as an example of how emotional labor functions in 

this genre. Subsequently, I discuss caregiving games including Cook-

ing Mama, virtual pet games, and The Sims. Finally, I end the chapter 

by discussing social network games (such as FarmVille and Words with 

Friends) to explore how virtual emotional labor often spills into real- world 

interactions.

EMOTIONS IN VIDEO GAMES

Of course, many games— or at least good ones— can produce an emo-

tional response from players. The presence of emotional content does 

not necessarily imply an intended female audience. For example, game 

designer David Freeman describes the process of engineering emotions 

into games as “emotioneering.” He explains, “People go to films, watch TV 

shows, and listen to music that moves them. Emotion will be one of the 

keys to the mass market in games as well. Thus, from the point of view 

of economics, emotioneering in games is good business.”2 The designed 

identity of emotional play for Player Two more specifically involves emo-

tional labor, defined in detail below. Yet it is worthwhile considering the 

role of emotions in gaming spaces in general and how they affect our 

experiences of play.

In Better Game Characters by Design: A Psychological Approach Kath-

erine Isbister uses the game character (both player and non- player) as a 

major factor in good game design, arguing that by designing better facial 

expressions and emotional tone to voices, players will relate better to 

game characters overall. She explains, “Good character designers direct 

player emotions by using player- characters to underscore desirable feel-

ings (such as triumph or suspense) and to minimize undesirable ones 
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(such as frustration).”3 Using games such as Super Monkey Ball 2 and The 

Legend of Zelda: The Windwalker as examples, Isbister illustrates that by 

creating better emotional links between game characters and players, 

players will feel more connected with the game. In this book, she suggests 

that a future direction for game design might be “emotional detection,” 

wherein game characters know, in real time, how to respond to a player 

with an appropriate emotion through voice cues.4 In Isbister’s more recent 

work, How Games Move Us: Emotion by Design, she furthers these points 

by claiming that games, in general, have more potential emotional impact 

than any other medium because of the ability of players to make choices 

and the importance of in- game flow.

Similarly, Shahrel Nizar Baharom, Wee Hoe Tan, and Mohammad Zaff-

wan Idris repurpose Don Norman’s Human Computer Interaction work 

on the emotional design of objects (an important concept in the HCI 

field) to suggest that those premises might also be applicable to game 

design.5 Norman’s book Emotional Design suggests that good design pro-

vides emotional connection on one of three levels: visceral (aesthetic), 

behavioral (functional), and reflective (political). Building off this idea, 

Baharom, Tan, and Idris suggest that game designers should seek out the 

emotional response of players by using these categories simultaneously 

within their designs in order to engage audiences more effectively.6

While a focus on emotional game design might help to foster better 

links between player and character, as Isbister has suggested, Eugénie 

Shinkle makes an argument that all video games, at their core, are related 

to emotional and affective response. Shinkle suggests that the medium 

itself is prone to this kind of potentially emotional connection— in a way 

that other media might not be. In particular, Shinkle argues, while we 

often prioritize other senses (vision, for example) when we discuss gam-

ing, we should pay equal attention to proprioception, or “the sensory 

feedback mechanisms which determine the body’s location and move-

ment in space.”7 By considering games in terms of the physical, Shinkle’s 

work expands Isbister’s argument on the value of emotion in game design. 

While Isbister emphasizes characters and narrative, Shinkle suggests 

that emotional design might be part of the physical space and responses 

within the process of gaming.

Yet, within this, Shinkle also suggests that while traditional game con-

trollers limit emotional and affective expression in gaming, the recent 

move toward alternative game controllers has pushed forward the affec-

tive potential of video games: “For the gamer, emotional and physical 
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discipline quite literally go hand in hand: get too caught up in a game and 

you risk swapping precision technique for frantic button- mashing. The 

limitations of this control language haven’t stopped the joystick and its 

descendants from becoming industry standard, though: the game indus-

try has traditionally paid little attention to the ways that the expressive 

effects of player emotion might be incorporated into gameplay mechan-

ics.”8 Ultimately, Shinkle’s argument is that we are moving closer to a 

moment where affect and emotion have become a more effective way 

of understanding the relationship between gamer and game. As gaming 

audiences and styles expand, so does our emotional relationship to digi-

tal play.

At the same time, specific kinds of games might trigger emotions some-

what differently. Tom Apperley and Nicole Heber demonstrate that digital 

pets and games that emulate this kind of play style specifically engender a 

kind of “emotional relationship” that is “characterized by both mutuality 

and hierarchy, and involves the simultaneous exchange of both affection 

and of capital.”9 The authors’ explanation continues: “Emotional expres-

sion is one way in which relationship is guided, produced, and stream-

lined toward a particular end.”10 Therefore, this kind of expression of an 

emotional relationship expands beyond the relational affect of simply a 

non- player character that we like. Other games play with emotions within 

their very construction; Hanna Wirman has noted that as a feminine- 

designed game, Super Princess Peach specifically uses the promise of emo-

tion (such as “joy,” “gloom,” “rage,” and “calm”) as an extension of a game 

mechanic.11

Certain kinds of game characters, and certain kinds of games, engen-

der specific forms of emotionality within play. In terms of game design, 

of course, more emotional response can be a positive aspect. An emo-

tional bond can help foster a stronger relationship between the player and 

the game. Yet, as I continue to explore throughout this chapter, emotion 

can also create complicated expectations within the designed identity of 

Player Two.

WOMEN, EMOTIONAL LABOR, AND AFFECTIVE LABOR

We assume that emotional affect in gaming is always a good thing. Emo-

tions, as Isbister and Shinkle both nicely illustrate, connect us more coher-

ently to both the characters we are playing and the ones with which we 
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interact. Good gaming necessitates an emotional response— as we would 

expect of any popular media object. The complexity in this response, how-

ever, lies in how emotion parses back to the individual players and the 

specific kind of results they incur. This chapter rests on the premise that 

the designed identity of Player Two relies heavily on the use of “emotional 

labor” (also sometimes referred to as “affective labor”)— and in this way 

creates a potentially problematic space for female players who already 

perform tasks of emotional labor in the real world.

In The Managed Heart: Commercialization of Human Feeling, Arlie 

Russell Hochschild coins the term “emotional labor” as that which 

“requires one to induce or suppress feeling in order to sustain the outward 

countenance that produces the proper state of mind in others.”12 In other 

words, emotional labor is labor where the worker is forced to sublimate his 

or her emotions and take on the burdens of another person’s emotional 

state. Hochschild’s primary example, the focus of her study, is on flight 

attendants whose stressful position, and need to keep patrons subdued, 

perfectly illustrates the complexities of emotional labor. What is notable is 

that emotional labor is not just a function that is blindly internalized— it is 

institutionalized. Using the flight attendant example, Hochschild quotes 

from training material advice, such as strategies for avoiding anger— for 

instance, “to focus on what the other person might be thinking and feel-

ing” or to fall back on the thought “I can escape.”13 This institutionaliza-

tion helps to illustrate how emotional labor is dictated through systems 

of power. Regardless of an ability to “escape,” the providers of emotional 

labor are essentially powerless.

Women, Hochschild argues, are the primary purveyors of emotional 

labor. She suggests, “As traditionally more accomplished managers of feel-

ing in private life, women more than men have put emotional labor on the 

market, and they know more about its personal costs.”14 In her definition 

of emotional labor, Hochschild is ultimately referring to the profession-

alization of domestic and private labor into the public sphere. Given the 

large number of women who partake in these careers (including waitress-

ing, nursing, or working within the child- care system), emotional labor 

involves turning stereotypes about women and caregiving into jobs.

Researchers often use the term “affective labor,” which functions sim-

ilarly to emotional labor, although it is generally applied more to the 

domestic sphere. This form of labor is also referred to as a kind of “imma-

terial labor.” Kylie Jarrett refers to immaterial labor as “labor done in the 



	 96	 .	 PLAYING	WITH	EMOTIONS

home— women’s work— [which] is a necessary input to capitalist circuits 

of exchange, producing healthy, socially adept, well- nourished laboring 

bodies.”15 In other words, as many Marxist feminist theorists have noted,16 

labor that is culturally assigned to women is often overlooked or derided 

as not being legitimate. Jarrett has demonstrated how this form of physi-

cal, social labor can easily parse into digital spaces, such as Facebook, 

arguing that “intensifying affective states and building affective connec-

tions is the essence of the work we do when using social media, which 

in turn places affect at the core of the digital economy.”17 Affective labor, 

then, complements emotional labor and the categories blur into each 

other. Emotional labor is one form of affective labor, but it also exceeds 

the implied domesticity embedded in the term.

Emotional and affective labor becomes a cornerstone of the designed 

identity of Player Two. Just as careers of emotional labor are often labeled 

as women’s jobs, leisure activities involving emotional labor are often 

labeled as women’s play. In the same way that emotional labor compli-

cates women’s work, so does emotional play. Similar to emotional labor, 

these play and leisure activities often include suppressing personal needs 

in order to elevate the desires of the family. In video games that involve 

emotional play, there is a risk that women players might not be able to dis-

entangle play activities from the emotional engagement of others. Players 

who are particularly attuned to caregiving or emotional labor careers are 

at risk of conflating work and play activities. Beyond this, the gendered 

assumptions of domestic labor mean that affect is necessarily part of the 

feminized experience in terms of sociality and caregiving.18 It follows 

that because emotional labor is often considered women’s work, when 

women’s play overlaps with caring, caregiving, and expectations of fam-

ily play a tension arises between play and productivity. In essence, game 

designs often construct women as being social-  or care- centric players— a 

stereotype that ultimately moderates aspects of play— while focusing on 

features that construct the feminine player as the facilitator of family lei-

sure time. This often turns video game play into something else entirely.

It is not surprising that emotional labor is a mode of women’s labor. 

In effect, it is the result of cultural and social expectations about how 

care is constructed in gendered ways. In her essay “Women and Car-

ing: What Can Feminists Learn about Morality from Caring,” Joan Tronto 

writes about the sexual politics of who is permitted to care about what in 

our society: “The script runs something like this: Men care about money, 
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career, ideas, and advancements; men show they care by the work they 

do, the values they hold, and the provisions they make for their families. 

Women care for their families, neighbors, and friends; women care for 

their families by doing the direct work of caring. Furthermore, the script 

continues, men care about more important things, whereas women care 

about less important.”19 Tronto further makes a distinction between car-

ing “for” and caring “about”: “Caring is engendered in both market and 

private life. Women’s occupations are the caring occupations, and women 

do the disproportionate amount of caregiving in the private household. 

To put the point simply, traditional gender roles in our society imply that 

men care about but women care for.”20 In her essay “Caring: A Labour of 

Love,” Hillary Graham suggests that this is linked to socially constructed 

gender expectations in Western culture: “Men negotiate their social posi-

tion through something recognized as ‘doing,’ doing things based on 

‘knowledge’ which enables them to ‘think’ and to engage in ‘skilled work.’ 

Women’s social position is negotiated through a different kind of activ-

ity called ‘caring,’ a caring informed not by knowledge but by ‘intuition’ 

through which women find their way into ‘unskilled’ jobs. Thus, caring is 

not something on the periphery of our social order; it marks the point at 

which the relations of capital and gender intersect.”21 Notions of “caring” 

are always already designated as inherently feminine, helping to struc-

ture what women’s work— and, in turn, women’s play— ought to be. Car-

ing, and representations of women caring, helps to reinforce gendered 

hierarchies.

However, looking at emotional labor, and the work of caring, as a pri-

marily cultural stereotype is still complicated. These stereotypes arose, 

in part, because of expectations wherein women perform the cultural 

function of motherhood— distinct from the biological function of child-

bearing. Motherhood can be seen as a subset of caregiving, and one that 

most often maps to femininity. The corollary often is true, here, where 

femininity translates to nurturing behavior because of an expectation of 

maternalism. Thus, regardless of whether women fill the identity role of 

“mother,” they are often treated as necessarily maternal. The designed 

identity of Player Two very often aligns with caring and motherhood.

Motherhood stands in a strange place within the constructs of gam-

ing and play. In Of Woman Born: Motherhood as Experience and Insti-

tution, Adrienne Rich explains that rather than being a natural “human 

condition,” motherhood “has an ideology” that is “more fundamental 
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than tribalism or nationalism” and imbued with patriarchal overtones.22 

She explains:

Throughout patriarchal mythology, dream- symbolism, theology, language, 

two ideas flow side by side: one, that the female body is impure, corrupt, the 

site of discharges, bleedings, dangerous to masculinity, a source of moral 

and physical contamination, “the devil’s gateway.” On the other hand, as 

mother the woman is beneficent, sacred, pure, asexual, nourishing; and the 

physical potential for motherhood— that same body with its bleedings and 

mysteries— is her single destiny and justification in life. These two ideas have 

become deeply internalized in women, even in the most independent of us, 

those who seem to lead the freest lives.23

Thus, according to Rich, motherhood sits at one end of a stereotype of 

how women are perceived— as the sacred mother, caregiving would be 

one of her primary attributes. The idea that motherhood is the “single 

destiny and justification in life” reinforces its importance in play. Playing 

with one’s children becomes a justifiable mode of leisure aligned with 

the asexual image of motherhood. This image of woman as nourishing 

mother problematizes much of the play designed for and marketed to 

women. At the same time, it helps to construct a familiar pallet from 

which to work.

As such, in the opening of this chapter I described the “My Wii Story” 

campaign, one that is entirely based on the maternal expectations of the 

feminine player. Rather than being sold as purely fun, the gaming sys-

tem suggested that women’s play is neatly integrated into family play, a 

mode that is necessarily part of a mother’s work. Other examples abound, 

though— while one mode of caring, caregiving, and emotional labor is 

constructed within the scope of playing in order to garner the love of 

one’s family, other video games manage women’s play through in- game 

emotional labor and in- game caregiving activities. By structuring play as 

necessarily linked back to modes of emotional labor and caregiving, that 

play becomes designed in such a way that those who serve these primary 

functions in the real world have, in turn, potentially troubling relation-

ships with those things in the game world. In this chapter I illustrate how 

representations of women as caregiver and emotional laborer facilitate 

the designed identity of Player Two. These aspects of gaming emotional-

ity often turn the game world into a form of domestic labor. Because car-

ing is often understood as women’s work, games that use caring activities 
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as central mechanics and overall themes help to maintain a distinction 

between masculine and feminine video game play styles. These play styles 

designed into the video games are both positive and negative. They rein-

force gendered modes of labor but also potentially offer satisfying emo-

tional experiences within a safe space.

TIME MANAGEMENT AND EMOTIONS

In the previous chapter I described time management games and their 

relationship to the management of time in the real world, paying special 

attention to the Diner Dash game series. Certainly, the Dash games help 

to manage women’s time, often conflating work and play in complicated 

ways. Yet the labor of time management games isn’t simply a conflation 

of work and play; emotional labor is also always an underlying feature. 

Other time management games, such as the Delicious Emily series, further 

combine these elements in complicated and compelling ways.

The work of emotions was designed directly into the Dash games. 

According to game designer Nicole Lazzaro, Diner Dash is successful 

because of its focus on character emotions, and their relationship to 

player emotions.24 Unlike many other casual games, Diner Dash and simi-

lar clones use human emotion to capture more of a range of emotionality 

than do typical casual games.25 A white paper by Lazzaro’s company, XEO 

Design, presents a more in- depth analysis of Diner Dash: she argues that 

the game mechanics of the Dash titles (and the games that followed) are 

unique in terms of our typical expectation of games to inspire emotional 

response. Serving others and causing joy is a different set of emotions than 

solving a crossword puzzle, winning a car race, or inflicting pain in a first- 

person shooter. According to Lazarro’s white paper, the focus of the Dash 

game mechanic is emotion on top of the pattern matching you would find 

in Tetris, Bejeweled, or a jigsaw puzzle. The mechanic is one of helping 

instead of hurting people and creating joy in life rather than the loss of 

it, making the game appealing to more diverse audiences. Compared to 

other games in its category Diner Dash offers players a unique emotional 

profile.26 While the intentionality of the designers does not always corre-

late to the actuality of experience, this focus on emotional impact allows 

players to relate to characters differently than they might relate to those 

in a first- person shooter. The emotional experiences that occur during 

game play may be nuanced depending on the real- world experiences of 
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players. The narrative, design, and mechanics of the Dash games create 

a complex landscape where different players might interpret the game in 

different ways.

Diner Dash, and the similar games that followed it, fall into the cat-

egory of what Aubrey Anable refers to as “affective systems” that “mediate 

relations between players and devices, workers and machines, and images 

and code (and our feelings about those relations).”27 As such, Anable 

describes how affect functions as a mode of “women’s work” within these 

gaming spaces and is “always culturally situated in relation to the gen-

dering of the bodies and objects of mass media culture.”28 Within this, it 

becomes important to consider ways that time management games help 

not only to manage women’s time, but also to manage their emotional 

affect— and how that affect might impact the real lives of players in both 

positive and negative ways.

Flo’s relationships to customers (and the mechanics that follow these 

relationships) provide hints that she is far more interested in others than 

she is in her own needs. In the game, customers are cantankerous, quick 

to anger, and often impatient— not unlike the customers Hochschild 

describes in her description of the jobs of flight attendants. Each customer 

behavior relates back to different aspects of game play and strategy. For 

example, to keep a “businesswoman” happy the player must serve her as 

quickly as possible; to keep “seniors” (senior citizens) happy, the player 

must be patient and know that they will order and eat slowly, despite 

impatient customers around them; to keep groups of “teens” happy the 

player must seat groups of girl teens and boy teens near each other so that 

the player gets a “flirt bonus”— failure to do so results in upsetting other 

customers, because the teens will talk loudly on their cell phones. Man-

agement of all these people creates a situation that replicates socially dic-

tated domestic work— keeping some people together, others separated, 

and managing the emotions of all parties.29 Just as real- world emotional 

labor involves a multitude of dissatisfied customers, so does the game 

world. Other non- Dash time management games, such as Cake Mania, 

Sally’s Salon, Fitness Frenzy, and Delicious Emily, all share the same 

parameters in which different kinds of customer behaviors help to sug-

gest different difficulty levels.

To illustrate customers’ degrees of happiness, each table of customers 

in Diner Dash bears a series of hearts hovering over them (Figure 7). As the 

player works harder to please the customers, the hearts fill up. Alternately, 

as the customers get increasingly angry, their heart level goes down. In 
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many respects, the player is serving and cleaning for others in order to win 

their love. Hearts are a fairly common measure of health in games, and on 

the one hand, their use to show player status in Diner Dash might seem 

unsurprising; on the other hand, though, while hearts ordinarily depict 

the health of the avatar, in time management games they illustrate the 

happiness of the customers. While this distinction might seem slight, it is 

telling. In most video games players are concerned with their own health 

level, but the hearts in the Dash games signify the well- being of others. 

In some ways, this gendered treatment of hearts in video games evokes 

Lynda Birke’s discussion of hearts in Feminism and the Biological Body. 

Here, Birke notes that while discussions of heart disease and the mechan-

ics of the heart have masculine connotations, emotional associations with 

the heart are almost entirely feminine: “The heart is gendered, not least 

through its symbolic association with emotionality. Even in the discourses 

of biomedicine, its apparently neutral status as ‘merely a pump’ carries 

connotations of gender . . . Not only is heart disease so often portrayed as 

though it were a disease uniquely affecting men (and captured in adver-

tising campaigns urging housewives to ‘look after your husband’s heart’ 

by avoiding butter), but even representations of that hearty pump in sci-

entific texts can be read as gendered.”30 It seems compelling that these 

gendered interpretations of the heart are so neatly folded back into video 

games, which returns us to the emotional labor of the player. As with the 

dynamic Birke suggests occurs in medical metaphors, the diseased heart 

losing life belongs to more masculine avatars, while the more feminine 

Flo is concerned with others’ emotionality. Her life is directly connected 

to the well- being of others and her own performance of emotional labor.

Yet the emotional labor that occurs in the Dash games and other time 

management titles can be very satisfying. While one cannot necessar-

ily win the love of family members, customers, or coworkers by provid-

ing emotional labor in the real world, in the game world the player can 

actually win. The surplus of hearts is pleasurable as a mode of emotional 

labor— the affective work being done is rewarded on- screen and the 

player is constantly reminded of the love of non- player characters. Hearts 

brightly light up the screen to tell the player that she has done well and 

performed her labor successfully.

Emotional and affective labor plays an equally interesting role in the 

Delicious Emily series. The game play in this series is strikingly similar to 

that of Diner Dash, with only slight modifications. Emily owns a restaurant 

and we are charged with helping her keep the proper flow of patrons and 
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products. Like Diner Dash, the Delicious Emily games use hearts to signify 

customer happiness. But the games also structures emotionality into stra-

tegic cut scenes. In the game Delicious Emily’s True Love, the title charac-

ter meets Patrick, a florist, and begins to date him. After each completed 

level, we earn one more story via short cut scenes. Subsequent games have 

Emily and Patrick getting married (Delicious Emily’s Wonder Wedding), 

moving into a home (Delicious Emily’s Home Sweet Home), and dealing 

with the difficulties of motherhood and marriage (Delicious Emily’s New 

Beginnings and Delicious Emily’s Hopes and Fears). By the time we arrive 

at Delicious Emily’s Hopes and Fears, the cut- scene narratives have shifted 

from the romance and honeymoon of earlier games, and often feature 

passive- aggressive spousal bickering or confessional moments between 

the partners (Figure 15). In other words, while the Dash games have a 

certain emotional distance regarding Flo’s inner life, the Delicious Emily 

series revels in Emily’s emotionality, anticipating that the audience has a 

desire for this level of melodrama.

And within all this we can begin to see the conflicted nature of emo-

tional labor in the game worlds and how this labor maps to the designed 

identity of Player Two. On the one hand, time management games create 

Figure 15. A screenshot of the mobile game Delicious Emily’s Hopes and Fears, developed 
by Blue Giraffe and published by GameHouse in 2015. The screen shot is a cut scene 
(between playable levels) where there is a particular amount of melodrama between the 
protagonist and her husband. It concludes with the particularly passive- aggressive line, 
“leave then. I do everything here myself anyway . . .” as Emily’s husband threatens to 
leave town in an effort to find a cure for his daughter’s mystery illness.
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a link between work and play, making them impossible to disentangle. Yet, 

on the other hand, that work is always the type that is necessarily associ-

ated with feminized and emotional labor. Emotional labor functions in a 

way, here, that the player is forced into a role that might emulate the labor 

he or she might practice at home or work. The continuity of this has the 

potential to be both rewarding and limiting.

HIDDEN OBJECTS OF EMOTION

Time management games are not the only gaming style where players are 

asked to perform emotional labor. Hidden object games, another casual 

genre, are also replete with examples of this kind of feminized work. For 

example, in one hidden object game, Surface: The Noise She Couldn’t 

Make, the player is asked to play the role of a psychic who must venture 

into the mental space of a critically injured and mentally ill woman in 

order to save her life. Early in the game, a nurse pleads with the player in 

a short cut scene: “We don’t normally work with psychics but we’re desper-

ate. We found her at the edge of the forest. No name, so we can’t contact 

her relatives. No visible signs of injury but she won’t wake up. She’s get-

ting weaker, as if something’s hindering her treatment . . . psychologically. 

Please. . . . Can you reach her . . . psychically?” As the game proceeds, the 

player is forced to puzzle through the character’s mental state, taking on 

the burden of her inner emotional turmoil while images of the young girl 

occasionally plead with the player for help. While the player avatar, her-

self, is anonymous— invisible in the game world— the girl is full of per-

sonality and life. It is almost as though the psychic player becomes lost, 

ensconced in the mental state of an unstable person. The player is being 

asked to take on the emotional burdens of a non- player character, and this 

example is by no means unusual for the genre. This section will explore 

how several different hidden object games replicate this process of emo-

tional labor within the experience of play.

Hidden object games are most commonly point- and- click- style adven-

ture titles, which have the primary mechanic of players locating objects in 

a room after being given a list of items to find. In addition to the “found 

objects” portion of the game, there are generally larger spatial puzzles, 

and the player must listen to the clues and narratives of non- player char-

acters (such as those described in the Surface game). Generally speaking, 

the player navigates through this world, finding puzzles and objects in 

order to solve a larger mystery. While most hidden object games closely 
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follow the mystery- telling style, others push into romance or supernatu-

ral genres. Most hidden object games would rank at either a 7 or 8 on the 

scale I used in chapter 1 of this book.

Though I focus on the narrative for the Surface game in particular, 

there are hundreds and hundreds of games that follow similar kinds of 

trajectories and play styles. A small sampling of game titles include:

• Mystery Case Files: Return to Ravenhearst

• Redemption Cemetery: The Island of the Lost

• Mystery Tales: The Last Hope

• Mysteries of the Ancients: Deadly Cold

• Riddles of Fate: Into Oblivion

• Grim Legends: The Forsaken Bride

• PuppetShow: Destiny Undone

• Grim Tales: The Stone Queen

The list of this genre on the computer game portal Big Fish Games con-

tains hundreds of games, and hundreds more can be found on other 

websites.31 Additionally, many of the titles function as part of a larger 

branded series, hence the use of colons within the titling styles, creat-

ing a sense of each brand carrying dozens of similar- yet- different video 

games that repeatedly offer the same experiences. (For example, there are 

several games in the Mystery Case Files series and the Grim Tales series.) 

The genre is clearly popular and resonates with audiences, but the play 

styles— as well as the emotional labor implied by the games— are worth 

studying. For the sake of simplicity, my focus in the discussion below is on 

Surface: The Noise She Couldn’t Make as a representative game— games in 

this genre are so often narratively similar that it is easy to use any game 

out of the stack to illustrate the larger whole.

In some ways, the work/play tension of hidden object games might 

appear to share some similarities with time management games. Many 

scenes in these games take place in large, cluttered rooms full of “miss-

ing” objects that the player, often placed in the roll of a detective, must 

navigate. Once a hidden object has been found, it disappears from the 

larger image (Figure 16). At its core the hidden object mechanic is not a 

puzzle so much as a cleaning mechanic— the player is cleaning a messy 

room in an effort to bring order to a chaotic situation.32 Cleaning, as a 

leisure activity, helps establish a complicated relationship between work 

and leisure in the game world. Hidden object games, then, have several 
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possible meanings, particularly in terms of maintaining a kind of domes-

tic order. At the same time, the space can never be fully “cleaned”— only 

certain objects can be selected and removed from the environment. This 

simple mechanic thus implies an endless cleaning experience with little 

resolution or satisfaction.33

In a similar way, to progress narrative flow, players pick up objects 

throughout the game world and must use them in larger puzzles. For 

example, in the game Surface: The Noise She Couldn’t Make, the player 

must cross water at one point. In order to cross the water, she must have 

previously picked up an ironing board, found elsewhere in the game. While 

the player might pass thousands of other representations of boards in a 

variety of locations in the game, it is not until she puts the ironing board 

in the correct location that she can move on to the next set of puzzles. This 

kind of brainteaser combines a MacGyver- esque logic (i.e., using things 

in ways other than their originally intended purposes) while limiting the 

Figure 16. A screenshot from the computer game Surface: The Noise She Couldn’t Make, 
developed by Elephant Games and published by Big Fish Games in 2012. The screenshot 
shows a typical hidden object messy space, which must be cleared (or cleaned) by 
removing objects.
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player to specific solutions. The inevitability of these mechanisms does 

not imply the best possible solutions, but rather the most inconvenient 

solutions to complex physical problems.

Yet, when examining the narrative conventions of the hidden object 

genre, it is worth considering how emotional labor plays a major role. 

While the overall scope of the games vary wildly (some take place in our 

current world, some in fantasy worlds, and others in the past or future), 

the setup of the hidden object games are all strikingly similar. The player 

functions as an outsider to a place where a mystery must be solved by 

combing through frozen- in- time geographic locations in order to find a 

series of physical and textual clues. The games inevitably involve some 

kind of victim— often women or children, but also sometimes an entire 

town of victims or, occasionally, adult male victims. In the Surface game 

mentioned above, the player’s emotional labor functions by being asked 

literally to get inside the head of a young, abused, comatose woman and 

take on her emotional burden. Yet, other games function with similar 

kinds of emotionally wrought tales. For example:

• The Ravenhearst series has the player uncover the Gothic tale of an abu-

sive husband, whose ghostly wife (and, later, children) must be freed.

• PuppetShow: The Mystery of Joyville involves tracking down missing chil-

dren in a small town formerly famous for its puppet show.

• Grim Tales: The Bride asks the player to explore her (fictional) sister’s past 

and memories to try and figure out whether she died.

• Fearful Tales: Hansel and Gretel involves having one’s own children kid-

napped and embedded in the famous fairy tale— the player’s job is to save 

her own children.

• Mystery Chronicles: Betrayals of Love involves uncovering the story of a 

gruesome murder of a countess.

• Grim Tales: The Stone Queen has the player saving not one individual but 

a town of frozen people.

This list only touches the surface on the similar- yet- different narratives 

offered by the hidden object game genre. In all of them, by solving unsolv-

able mysteries of victims and hearing their pitiable narratives, the player 

is constantly doing the work of emotional labor: fixing the problems of 

those who cannot help themselves. While this may not contrast deeply 

with other media intended for female audiences (romance novels and 

melodramatic films, for example), it is strikingly different from the nar-

rative style constructed in games designed for masculine audiences. It 
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seems unlikely to find Metal Gear Solid’s protagonist, Solid Snake, reach-

ing out to the player to help him release the ghosts of wronged people or 

to tell the story of an abused wife.

At the same time, the player is invisible within the story, both liter-

ally and figuratively. The hidden object game is almost always without an 

avatar; the player’s embodiment on- screen is invisible. Even when using 

tools to solve puzzles, the tool floats in midair as if held by a ghost. Yet, in 

a figurative sense, the player is still invisible: she arrives after the crime or 

tragedy has taken place, solving mysteries for people who cannot see or 

appreciate her. The player’s invisibility makes her emotional labor fruit-

less. There is no personal gratification in solving mysteries, as her invis-

ibility makes her incapable of recognition. In the hidden object game, the 

most hidden thing is the player herself. The use of domestic labor within 

play taps into emotional labor, helping to form the player’s designed iden-

tity. The player is lost within the game and invisible within her ongoing 

tasks of emotional labor.

A few hidden object games eschew the mystery stories for romance 

plotlines, although romance serves as a less compelling means than mys-

tery for moving a player forward through a narrative world. Games such 

as Harlequin Presents: Hidden Objects of Desire place the player in the role 

of the (female) protagonist in a romance story, while games such as Love 

and Death: Bitten push the player back and forth between the mascu-

line and feminine roles in a supernatural (vampire) romance story. These 

kinds of games maintain the visage of emotional labor by asking players 

to explore the inner selves of the romance protagonists. The Dream Day 

series (Dream Day Wedding, Dream Day Honeymoon, etc.), in particular, 

rebukes the mystery part of hidden object games and replaces it with a 

more direct form of emotional labor: wedding planning.

CAREGIVING GAMES

Caregiving games sit in a strange place in terms of how designed identity 

functions for Player Two. Games that center on the care of others are not 

necessarily designed for an audience of women; there often seems to be a 

tacit assumption that younger people are the primary and presumed audi-

ence for these games. Yet, part of a designed identity is that the process of 

identity production does not start at the point of adulthood— obviously, 

from a young age girls are encouraged to replicate and perform tasks relat-

ing to motherhood and domestic care. Therefore, while caregiving games 
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are not necessarily meant for adult women, their replication of mother-

hood helps to construct them as games for both girls and women, regard-

less of who is playing them.

Games such as those in the Cooking Mama series nicely suggest this 

ambiguous space of how caregiving games act as a training ground for girls 

yet a familiar space for women. In this series, the player takes on the role 

of Mama (an ambiguous character we do not ever see in an actual moth-

erhood role) as she cooks, gardens, crafts, or does other domestic- themed 

chores.34 In terms of the game’s play with emotional affect, Mama’s rejoin-

ders regarding the player’s success or failure at cooking become one of 

the most notable aspects. Success at the completion of the recipe results 

in the response “Perfect! Just as good as Mama!” Conversely, failure to 

complete the recipe properly invites the fury of Mama, whose eyes turn 

to angry flames: “Don’t worry. Mama will fix it” (Figure 17). (Mama always 

refers to herself in the third person.) There is an unsubtle reminder of 

women’s roles in the domestic sphere here, suggesting that motherhood 

Figure 17. A screenshot of the video game Cooking Mama, developed by Office Create 
and published by Taito, originally in 2006. The image shows the “fail” screen when a 
player does not succeed at a recipe. Note Mama’s burning eyes aligned with the semi- 
threat, “Don’t worry. Mama will fix it.”
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is constantly in the mode of fixing problems. With her flaming eyes and 

curt tone, there is a slight note of threat in her negative response, almost 

as if she is saying, “Don’t make Mama come fix that.”35 Mama serves as 

a reminder of the woman’s role in the domestic sphere, wherein she is 

constantly in an iconic position of fixing other people’s problems. The 

more recent iOS version of the game features Papa, a difficult- to- please 

character to whom the player is expected to serve meals. The game itself 

is ambiguous in terms of its intended audience: it could be meant for chil-

dren taking on the role of mothering, or mothers performing the role in 

a game world. In either case, the Cooking Mama games are an example 

of how the behaviors behind caring become a meaningful mechanic in 

a game world. In many ways, Cooking Mama teaches players (regardless 

of age) the mechanics and nuance of emotionality within motherhood.

This is even more the case when a player is asked to care for a vir-

tual pet or creature— a consistent mode of caregiving in a game world. 

Several games designed for an intended female audience simulate love 

and caregiving within the game mechanics of virtual pets and characters. 

Recently popular games in this space include iLive, FooPets, Egg Baby, My 

Boo, and My Baby (Virtual Pet), with many others using a similar style. 

It seems inconsequential in these games whether the player is raising an 

animal, a monster, or a child— only that the player must constantly be in 

the process of grooming and caring for that creature, keeping it healthy 

and happy in a maternal way. Largely, these games were based off earlier 

games such as Nintendogs, Hamsterz, Baby Pals, Horsez, Purr Pals, and 

GoPets: Vacation Island, and their mechanics have not changed substan-

tially over the past decade.

As discussed above, caregiving is considered women’s work: Tronto 

nicely summed up how women are expected to care “for things” whereas 

men are expected to care “about things.” Just as emotional labor is inte-

gral to many women’s careers, emotional play is an example of how many 

games are designed for and marketed to women. Caregiving play was not 

invented in video games; the 1990s saw trends such as the Tamagotchi (a 

key chain– sized creature that must be fed, cleaned, and loved on a near- 

constant basis to keep it alive) and the Furby (a stuffed animal version of 

the Tamagotchi). The popularity of these earlier games helped to foster 

video game versions. Sherry Turkle’s research on children and Furbies 

found “that children describe these new toys as ‘sort of alive’ because of 

the quality of their emotional attachments to the objects and because 

of the idea that the Furby might be emotionally attached to them.”36 A 
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similar kind of response can be found in more recent games that involve 

virtual pets and creatures. Virtual pets are all about emotionality and the 

work of emotional labor. At the same time, Lauren Cruikshank suggests 

that these games are not just “mommy simulators” and are “not neces-

sarily simple or faithful to the scripts established by official game objec-

tives or by cultural gender play expectations.”37 Caring games are more 

complex than we often give them credit for; they help to produce affective 

and emotional labor, but at the same time they produce a familiar space 

in which female audiences feel authorized to play.

As already noted, while many of the caregiving games are geared 

toward child audiences, Nintendogs in particular became well- known as 

an early game that attracted an adult female audience. This shift was best 

witnessed by the newspaper comic strip FoxTrot, which in 2005 featured 

a story line where a mother kept stealing her son’s Nintendo DS to play 

Nintendogs. This six- comic run shows a son begging his mother to give 

his Nintendo DS back, while she neglects her domestic caregiving duties 

(such as making dinner). In the final cartoon, the son asks his mother 

about dinner and she responds that she just fed “Cutie Paws” (her Nin-

tendog) two hundred biscuits. Her son angrily yells back, “I meant our 

dinner!” Interestingly, the cartoon presents an example of a woman not 

only playing the game, but playing the game to the detriment of domestic 

chores. The popularity of Nintendogs with feminine audiences is also rein-

forced by a Nintendo advertising campaign titled “I Play for Me” in which 

pop star Carrie Underwood plays the game. Thus Nintendogs and other 

caregiving games, while perhaps designed for younger audiences, seem 

to have slippage and get parsed as a part of adult female culture as well.

Most striking is how the game’s primary goal is the simulation of love 

and affection. There are several different versions of Nintendogs, each 

associated with various breeds of dogs, allowing players to have a more 

personal and specific relationship with the exact dog of their choosing. 

The player names the dog, uses voice commands to train the dog, feeds 

the dog, takes it for walks, plays with it, and grooms it. Ultimately, if a dog 

is poorly cared for it will grow up untrained and unruly. Alternatively, if 

the player cares for the dog properly he or she is rewarded with love and 

affection— the game’s goal.

More recent research on virtual pets has illustrated the important role 

that emotional design plays in these games. Apperley and Heber examine 

how the game Kinectimals creates a space for potential intimacy between 

the player and the virtual pets, describing how emotion is “not used as 
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a tool for training but is itself entrained”38 within the process of train-

ing the player. Yet that emotionality would be impossible to disentangle 

from other forms of emotional labor. The caregiving elements of tasks are 

necessitated by the upkeep of virtual pets. Because emotional labor is so 

often understood to be women’s work, the corollary is that emotional play 

also becomes a kind of women’s work.

A compelling alternative to the typical virtual pet game is Neko Atsume, 

a “cat collector” game in which the player is given a small environment 

to design (similar to the setup of invest/express games), along with cat 

toys and food for in- game purchase (Figure 18). The player sets up their 

space with cat toys and puts food in the food bowl, which automatically 

invites cats to drop in, eat, and play. The player has no sense of “owner-

ship” of the cats— different cats wander into the game space randomly. 

The cats reward the player with in- game currency, which can then be 

used to purchase more food and cat toys.39 The distinction between this 

game and virtual pets is that the player is in no way responsible for the 

Figure 18. A screenshot of the mobile game Neko Atsume, developed and published 
by HitPoint in 2014. The image shows the player caring for several cats, including my 
personal favorite, “Sassy Fran.”
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overall life and well- being of the cats she serves. Once the player stops 

feeding the cats, they simply disappear, presumably to go to someone 

else’s house. Yet there are no repercussions or guilt if the player begins 

the game again, many months later. Rather than being confronted with 

hungry and angry cats that have wasted away, the cats simply return to 

the yard when the player puts out new food. Neko Atsume, then, has all 

of the benefits of gaming affect with none of the Tamagotchi guilt. It bal-

ances the desire for affective engagement without the consequences of 

negative emotional baggage.

The Sims (in its many versions and expansions) can also be considered 

a caregiving game, situated in the work of emotional labor. Many schol-

ars have noted that The Sims has a history of being popular with female 

audiences in particular.40 In many ways the game seems like a grown- up 

version of virtual pet games, but rather than nurturing a single creature 

the player is tasked with nurturing families and larger social networks. 

According to Katherine Isbister, it is the open- ended, nongame style (as 

well as domestic themes) that may be what makes it particularly attractive 

to feminine audiences: “It is not a highly goal- directed game— players can 

determine their own subgoals and can move from one to another freely. 

A player can devote time to building her Sims characters’ careers, their 

social lives, or their houses, in any order, at any time. Destruction and vio-

lence are not primary game activities. The Sims metaphor— families with 

careers and children— is quite close to everyday suburban life (with some 

entertaining twists, of course).”41 Thus The Sims integrates an ongoing 

theme of domesticity, specifically in terms of how it relates to the social. 

A player’s primary goal is the caring for in- game characters, treating them 

as though they were extensions of one’s own families. While some have 

noted incidence of Sims abuse,42 the primary mode of play— the correct 

mode— is one of nurturing and caregiving. Emotional labor is inevitable 

as characters from The Sims are entirely dependent on their godlike cre-

ator, who is the only one that can improve their overall well- being. These 

themes of caregiving then relate back to domesticity in expectation of 

minding the lives of one’s family and of the production of daily tasks.

PUZZLE GAMES AND TINY ACTS OF LOVE

The complexity of emotional labor in gendered gaming can occur in both 

large and small ways. Certainly, emotional labor is central to much of the 

work performed in time management and caregiving games and functions 
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as a narrative undercurrent within hidden object games. Yet the power of 

emotional labor allows for tiny acts of affect in unexpected places. These 

acts are not necessarily fully developed or clearly articulated— they hap-

pen in small moments and in minor ways as a constant reminder to 

players.

Many casual puzzle games contain these subtler elements. Bubble 

shooter games (a variation of the match- 3 genre) provide a rich example 

of how emotional labor can function in a game world, even without it 

being a primary premise for play. The player is given a series of multi-

colored bubbles that appear at the bottom of the screen. The player is 

tasked with matching colors and shooting bubbles of similar colors.43 If 

the bubble lands on a set of two or more other bubbles of the same color, 

the entire set of bubbles disappears. Overall, this gaming setup would 

appear to be without politics or an excess of extra- game meaning. As with 

many games in the casual puzzle category, the setup is innocuous and 

generally free of narrative.

Yet many of the popular bubble shooters use graphic skins that do 

imply some degree of meaning and narrative. Polar Pop Mania, for exam-

ple, uses the character of a mother seal as the mechanism to shoot the 

bubbles (the seal throws bubbles at other bubbles in order to pop them). 

The rationale for the bubble throwing is that some of the bubbles (gener-

ally speaking the ones at the top) encase the seal’s babies we are tasked 

with saving. As the game description explains, “Cecilia the Seal needs 

your help finding all her playful little pups that have ventured out all 

over the world! Toss and match colorful bubbles to save the seal babies 

and reunite them with their siblings.” When the player fails (which, in my 

experience, is quite often), Cecilia the Seal and her babies cry miserably 

(Figure 19). Affect, here, is the punishment for not playing well. In turn, 

the seals cheer happily when the player succeeds at the rescue.

Of course, Polar Pop Mania is only one game. But as often is the case 

with casual games, there are at least a half dozen other bubble shooters 

that function identically, including Bubble Mania (where the player res-

cues baby cats) and Panda Pop (where the player rescues baby pandas). 

Other games, like Hungry Babies Mania, use a more typical match- 3 for-

mat but include a light narrative about feeding hungry baby animals. The 

objects being matched in Hungry Babies Mania are food items (fruits, 

vegetables, waffles, etc.). As the player matches three or more of each 

food type, he or she feeds cute, big- eyed animals such as puppies, foxes, 

ducks, and pigs.44 Each animal has a threshold of how much “food” they 
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Figure 19. A screenshot of the mobile game Polar Pop Mania, developed and 
published by Storm8 Studios in 2015. The image shows the player “fail” screen, 
with Cecilia the Seal crying because the player could not save all her babies.
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need to stop being hungry, and the player wins by hitting that threshold 

in the allotted number of turns (Figure 20). Upon failure the player is told 

curtly, “You didn’t feed all the babies.” While the game’s narrative content 

is low, it still manages to have embedded within it themes of affective and 

emotional labor.

There is another strange mode of subtext in how emotional labor func-

tions, particularly in Storm8 games. Several games produced by Storm8 

use the word “mania,” which I suggested in the previous chapter contains 

baggage for feminine audiences. But beyond the histrionic implications of 

“mania” there is a strange visual effect to how the word is printed. When 

the title screen for Hungry Babies Mania is viewed quickly, the font kern-

ing of “Mania” appears to almost look like the word “Mama” (Figure 20). 

This is not likely an intentional decision by Storm8, but that does not 

Figure 20. A pair of screenshots from the mobile game Hungry Babies Mania, developed 
and published by Storm8 Studios in 2015. The left screen shows how the kerning of the 
word “Mania” makes it look slightly like “Mama.” The right screen shows the feeding of 
cute baby animals in acts of caregiving.
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make the effect any less jarring. Given these factors, it becomes increas-

ingly evident how small, seemingly meaningless puzzle games can have 

larger implications regarding emotional affect.

THE SOCIAL AND THE EMOTIONAL

My focus in closing this chapter is on social games: a meditation on how 

the increased sociality in video games helps to maintain modes of emo-

tional labor. This distinction of referring to specific kinds of gaming as 

“social” is complicated— after all, despite an unfounded reputation of 

video games being played alone, in the dark confines of a basement, many 

games are somewhat social. In considering the designed identity of social 

gaming, as opposed to the social behaviors already inherent in gaming, 

it is useful to consider Bart Simon, Kelly Boudreau, and Mark Silverman’s 

consideration of “designed sociality” versus “played sociality” within their 

examination of social play in the game EverQuest. Of the social behavior 

of EverQuest players, they explain:

We want to refer to this as the played sociality as opposed to the designed 

sociality of the game. That is, while we acknowledge that forms of social-

ity or social structures have literally been hardwired and soft coded by the 

programming choices of the designers and the mediating conditions of the 

hardware interface, at base the meaning of social interactions in the game 

rests on the active interpretation by the players who engage with the design. 

Not only does meaningful social engagement in EQ depend on the player’s 

active interpretation, but as a consequence, the specific forms of played 

sociality experienced by players may differ from the designed sociality in-

tended by designers. While the latter must certainly influence the former 

we are primarily interested here in drawing attention to played sociality as 

a distinct object of analysis.45

In many ways, the most effective social play is going to combine designed 

and played sociality. The two help to structure what is expected as well as 

the lived realities of the player.

The core question concerns how designed and played sociality 

becomes parsed as a form of emotional labor and affective labor within 

the designed identity of Player Two, and what the repercussions of that 

might be. Social play is complicated by expectations that social engi-

neering is understood as women’s work. In short, social gaming brings 

with it the potential to appeal to new players but also helps to demarcate 
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them, pushing them toward specific modes of play that foster affective 

and emotional labor. This can be seen most clearly in both the popular-

ity of and pushback against Facebook games and other social network 

games (SNGs).

Social network games46 are games that are embedded as a part of 

social networking websites, particularly Facebook,47 but also have become 

increasingly freestanding as part of mobile gaming. The interplay between 

games and social media suggests that in order to play properly you must 

make requests of existing “friends” on social networks. The friend- play 

creates more opportunities to share items, get bonuses, and complete 

certain kinds of quests or goals. This social element, according to Mia 

Consalvo, is a large part of the draw with SNGs, allowing for “the oppor-

tunity to play alongside one’s friends and family— either by helping one 

another to advance or through engaging in friendly competition.”48 Con-

salvo demonstrates that through the process of friending, gifting, neigh-

borhood interactions, regular communication, and challenges, players are 

given specific game mechanics that are meant to enhance social relations, 

although the affordances of these mechanics are quite limited.

SNGs have ushered in a new mode of gaming and have also invited 

in new kinds of gamers— including women. While the number of actual 

women playing social media games is just a bit above average— somewhere 

around 54– 55 percent49— the specifics of which games they are drawn to 

help illustrate why certain games in this category very specifically appeal 

to women. So, for example, while more men are more likely to play the 

SNG Texas Holdem Poker (75 percent), more women play FarmVille 2 (69 

percent) and Words with Friends (63 percent).50 Of the games on this list, 

FarmVille 2 certainly involves the most caregiving and emotional labor– 

related tasks— keeping up with the grounds of friends’ farms, keeping 

crops from withering, sending gifts to help other friends excel. These are 

the types of games that seem to be more heavily played by women.

The often- required sociality of SNGs— such as the never- ending bar-

rage of messages that integrate with personal and social spaces, the nature 

of gift giving and receiving, and the ongoing interactions with friends and 

family members— positions social media games in such a way that they 

become a mode of affective and immaterial labor.51 At the same time, it 

transforms in- game emotional labor back into the real world— in most 

cases the people with whom we play SNGs are those we already know. The 

affective work of SNGs is in their use of emotional labor. After all, one’s 

interest in whether the digital crops of a friend or loved one wither away 
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is based on the premise that you care about that person, that you want to 

keep their space from entering modes of entropy. At the same time, friend 

players offer this service back, by pushing gifts and providing reciprocal 

affect in response to emotional labor. Much like in the emotional labor 

of Diner Dash, that of FarmVille 2 (and similar games) is satisfying— you 

get material proof of the love of those around.

Yet, while the designed identity embedded in social gaming helps to 

reinforce the value of emotional labor, the format has been often insulted 

by individuals in the video game industry. The original FarmVille game 

won “Game of the Year” in 2010 at the Game Developers Association Con-

ference, yet the video game industry has been primarily indifferent or 

outright insulting regarding this feat.52 Academic and game designer Ian 

Bogost made fun of the primary mechanics of FarmVille by creating his 

own (critical) game, Cow Clicker.53 It would seem that just as affective 

labor is devalued in the real world, so is it devalued in the gaming world 

and as a form of play.

There is some slippage between what is labeled an SNG and an invest/

express game (a category discussed in detail in chapter 2). Many SNGs, 

over time, have transformed into the invest/express format and lost some 

of their social elements. The category of SNG, in many ways, overlaps with 

invest/express games. By looking at the similar games under the umbrella 

of “SNG” here, the idea is to consider how the social and time manage-

ment aspects can affect the same games in different ways.

Some invest/express games have different layers of emotion that trickle 

into game play. For example, in Kim Kardashian: Hollywood (discussed in 

more detail in chapter 4), the player’s emotional labor primarily centers on 

dating. The player can “date” a real- world friend but also is given oppor-

tunities to date a variety of non- player characters that shuffle in and out 

of the game. As the player becomes more prominent in the game world 

(moving closer to the coveted A- list), her avatar is increasingly approached 

by strangers interested in dating her. Often, the non- player characters will 

use passive- aggressive tactics such as “I will stop eating if you won’t go 

out with me!” When a player rejects a non- player character, the response 

is sometimes emotionally heated. When a player begins to seriously date 

a character, if she does not take a significant other out often enough, the 

paramour will call angrily and threaten to break up with the player if she 

does not spend in- game currency (K- Coins) on them. Other games that 

deal with dating themes, such as Campus Life and EnchantU, similarly 
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involve the negotiating of emotional situations. The emotional labor in 

these scenarios can be characterized differently from many of the ones 

mentioned above. Rather than being domestic in nature, these games deal 

with romance and the potentially abusive responses of spurned lovers. 

These moments also disentangle the affective labor from other SNGs, as 

the player is (hopefully) likely to receive less potential abuse from actual 

friends and loved ones than from NPCs in the game world.

In later versions of Kim Kardashian: Hollywood the player is able to 

have a baby through adoption. While this ability suggests a resonance 

between KK:H and some of the caregiving games discussed above, in real-

ity the player has little interaction with the baby and is not tasked with any 

emotional labor in order to care for her.54 In fact, while there are repercus-

sions for not maintaining a love relationship in the game (the player will 

be dumped by her partner), there are no consequences for ignoring one’s 

baby. Like the cats in Neko Atsume, the baby is there when you want her 

but does not disappear if you forget to feed her.

SNGs are not the only form of affective labor in social gaming, and also 

not the only kind specifically marketed to women. The idea of the family 

gaming system became part of the video game landscape with the Nin-

tendo Wii. What has been called “family- centered video gaming” began 

with the first generation of the Wii in 2006, although Xbox and PlayStation 

have both since jumped in on this trend as well.55 This affective mode of 

play as it relates to the social (specifically the family) was apparent with 

the “My Wii Story” advertisements that began this chapter. The Wii sys-

tem was unique, not only in its game controllers but also in the manufac-

turer’s desire to appeal to families in a household (as opposed to one or 

two individual gamers). The “My Wii Story” advertisements illustrate that 

the center of this household, the person meant to facilitate family gam-

ing activities, is a maternal figure. The emotional labor of the Nintendo 

Wii occurs not in the actual labor of gaming but in being the organizer of 

play. Desire to play does not center around the organizer’s own activities, 

but rather around the enjoyment of other people’s play.

In many ways, the Wii (and other modes of family- centered video 

games) provide a noteworthy space for the emotional labor of the designed 

identity of Player Two. The family gamer has no interest in gaming for her-

self— or so we are to believe if we understand the “My Wii Story” advertise-

ments correctly. The family gamer and organizer of these games is more 

interested in the affective labor of making sure her family functions well 
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together and always gets along. Yet this is not always the reality. As Ali-

son Harvey observes in Gender, Age, and Digital Games in the Domestic 

Context, the Wii sets the precedent for an increased amount of equitable 

play in domestic spaces. This helps to provide an important reminder: 

the designed identity of Player Two does not necessarily map to the lived 

experiences of players.
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4 Playing with Consumption

“ROLL HOME PHAT”

A 2013 commercial for the video game store GameStop features a mother 

as a household consumer of video games. In this ad, we see a middle- 

aged white woman, in a beige sweater, wearing light makeup, with her 

hair pulled back, driving a white minivan. The mother character— we do 

not know for sure that she is a mother, but she appears to be embodying 

that role— has thumping bass music playing loudly, blasting out of her 

suburban vehicle. She owns the role, nodding lightly to the seemingly 

mismatched music. Along with the tunes, the minivan is trailing down 

the street— its back end is weighed down so that it hits the pavement, 

referred to as a “rolling” car in low- rider culture. The minivan rides low 

enough that it creates sparks on the street. As she drives down the street, 

she passes a concerned black police officer, giving him a menacing two- 

finger gang- style salute. The police officer has pulled over a white male, 

who is positioned solemnly with his hands on the car. The soon- to- be- 

arrested man looks wistfully at the low- riding mom. Then, in slow mo-

tion, she passes a younger man, who appears to be Latino, in his own 

low- riding vehicle. The young man nods approvingly at the white mother 

in her absurd, bass- thumping minivan. She returns the nod and smirks, 

pleased.

The commercial ends with the mother pulling up to a white subur-

ban home, lit with bright, non- garish Christmas lights. As she pulls up 

and opens the back of the minivan, we see the reason why she was low- 

riding in the first place: the back of her vehicle is completely packed with 

GameStop bags, video games, controllers, an Xbox, and a PlayStation. The 

weight of everything she purchased had pushed down the car to such an 
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extreme that it emulated a low- rider. The announcer reinforces the theme 

of the commercial with the voice- over, “This holiday, roll home phat1 with 

the hottest tablets from Samsung and Google.”

The television commercial is fascinating in a variety of ways. It attempts 

to broach a conversation about authenticity— the video games in the back 

of the car seem to be granting the white woman a kind of trespass into a 

cultural aesthetic that is traditionally neither white nor feminine. Yet there 

is clearly a tone of appropriation here— the mother is not fully invested in 

the othered culture in which she trespasses, and she concludes her voyage 

in potential deviance within the safety of her white, suburban, nonthreat-

ening home. The contrast between whiteness and non- whiteness in this 

commercial is jarring. Not only is the woman white, but her whiteness 

is reinforced by the white minivan and white home (drizzled with white 

lights). Those she encounters, however, are primarily not white: the black 

police officer and Latino driver are both reminders of her appropriation 

of other cultures. Her physical appearance is not what allows her to rep-

resent in othered cultures. It is the consumption of the video games that 

weigh down her vehicle that permits her appropriation.

Yet what is truly fascinating about this commercial is that she does not 

appear to be purchasing these games and gaming systems for herself. Her 

ticket into othered cultures, her questionable behavior, and the percep-

tion of her “gangster” style is presumably related not to her personal tastes 

but to those of her family. Nothing in the commercial is meant to indicate 

that she actually plans to play the minivan full of video games she has pur-

chased. Her consumption is not her own— it is de facto consumption for 

her family. As she pulls into her safe suburban space we know that we have 

all been played, just a bit. She has been able to “roll home phat,” but only 

because she has purchased gifts for her family. In many ways, this woman 

is other within the cultures she is fronting— she is both othered from the 

low- rider culture she has emulated, and she is simultaneously othered 

from the video games and systems she has bought in great surplus.

The commercial is not particularly surprising. While video games 

might not be frequently advertised to women as players— with an obvi-

ous exception being the Nintendo campaigns discussed in the previous 

chapters— women are still the primary shoppers in most households. 

The commercial functions as a signpost toward a long history of con-

structing women as household consumers— an image that, in turn, has 

become socially expected behavior. In a 2013 study by the Private Label 
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Manufacturer’s Association, two- thirds of all women report that they do 

most of the household shopping.2 While these numbers do not specifi-

cally reference the purchase of video games, they do logically imply that 

while there is not always a perception of women as video game players, 

there is an understanding that middle- aged women might often purchase 

(or enable the purchase of) video games. Given that, it seems logical that 

a commercial would suggest that by purchasing a minivan load of video 

games— so much so that the minivan itself becomes subsumed in non-

white cultural aesthetics— a mother might appear cooler and more “phat” 

to her family.

But this raises a larger issue— one that underlies how all video games are 

marketed to Player Two, both inside and outside of game spaces. Women’s 

play/work is often associated with consumptive practices. These practices 

are then central to the role of what are allowable acts of play for women 

consumers. Because of long- standing associations between women and 

shopping, these playful acts of consumption help to justify the presence 

of women within gaming. They imply that women are there not to play 

but to consume— by purchasing either for themselves or for others. This 

consumptive play is then baked in to the design, the style, and the culture 

of video games designed for Player Two. Yet the play also manages how 

those consumptive practices should occur, and how women are expected 

to be consumers— in very deliberate and predictable ways that reaffirm 

historical and social constructions. Still, it is important to acknowledge 

that consumption is a path toward a certain degree of mobility in many 

spaces, including gaming. Women’s consumption within the casual mar-

ket over recent years has caused many in the video game industry to take 

note and rethink gaming audiences. Just as with previous chapters on time 

and emotions, playing with consumption is a mixed bag.

In this chapter I analyze these modes of consumption in video games, 

as it particularly applies to the designed identity of Player Two. Within 

this, I look at how consumption is part of many game mechanics in a 

multitude of ways: disappearing objects (such as the hidden object games 

discussed in chapter 3), fashion aesthetics, alternative forms of gaming 

currency, and F2P (free- to- play) purchasing mechanics all help to suggest 

that women can consume their way into specific portions of video game 

culture, reinforcing traditional cultural ideologies. At the same time, the 

rest of the gaming community often marginalizes games that highlight 

these mechanics. In particular, this chapter will look at several games that 
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use different kinds of consumptive mechanics, paying particular attention 

to Kim Kardashian: Hollywood as a game that taps in to several modes of 

consumptive practice simultaneously in its attempts to appeal to Player 

Two.

GAMES AND CONSUMPTION

Video games, like all forms of popular culture, cannot be disentan-

gled from the realities of industry and consumptive practice. That is to 

say, most video games are made with the goal of the creators to make 

money, and all video games (regardless of their market value at any given 

moment) cost something to the player: actual currency, time, or the cost 

of relinquishing personal information to corporations. Furthermore, as 

major corporations continue to collapse into one another, it is often dif-

ficult to discern the specific costs of media consumption. In “The Cul-

ture Industry,” their prophetic work from 1944, Max Horkheimer and The-

odor Adorno explain, “The dependence of the most powerful broadcasting 

company on the electrical industry, or of film on the banks, characterizes 

the whole sphere, the individual sectors of which are themselves eco-

nomically intertwined.”3 Though Horkheimer and Adorno predated the 

video game industry, their point still stands— corporate conglomeration 

makes playing mainstream (non- independent) games an act of consump-

tive practice. Video games, like all popular culture, sit at the intersection 

of art and commerce, involving “numerous disciplines rooted in a particu-

lar culture producing creative, artistic, and culturally important works.”4 

The struggle between art and commerce— as in other forms of popular 

media— often becomes a driving force for what games are made and what 

images are represented in those games.

Yet there is also something unique to how video games perform con-

sumptive practice. While watching film or television or listening to music 

involves varying degrees of agency, the process of interacting with specific 

mechanics and avatars in a virtual world increases the agentic appeal of a 

game. In other words, we might choose to watch a television program, but 

when we purchase a video game to play ourselves, our relationship to that 

game is as active as the game world predicates. It is not only the process of 

purchasing and viewing, but a will to consume and continue to consume 

that helps leverage the interactions between players and their games. That 

process is ongoing— to consent to play one must maintain an ongoing 

consumptive relationship. This is even more to the point with the growth 
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of “freemium” or “free- to- play” games, where a player does not lay out 

money at the outset of a game, but consumes in ongoing ways through-

out the process of play. The relationship between the free- to- play model 

and the consumptive practices of play are broken down in detail below.

Part of the complicated nature of considering the role of consumption 

in video games is that the term “consumption” can mean several things, 

often simultaneously, in this environment. Tapping into older research 

on consumers, Morris B. Holbrook and Robert W. Chestnut make distinc-

tions between buying versus consuming, choosing versus using, purchase 

versus product involvement, and informational versus transformational 

advertising as it applies to video games and enjoyment of those games, 

suggesting that future research focus on experiential models. They argue 

that the combination of these elements contribute to the “hedonic (i.e., 

pleasurable) components of the playful consumption experience.”5 While 

games have changed over the years, there is still some complexity in the 

relationship between how we can understand the experience of consump-

tion in gaming. For the purposes of this chapter, consumption in gaming 

can refer to the following:

• Material consumption: This refers to the initial purchase and or down-

load of a video game. Regardless of the cost of the game (or whether the 

game is free), the player’s consent to play and placement of the game on 

a technology (computer, mobile device, console system, etc.) is an act of 

consumptive practice. All games involve this form of consumption at the 

point that the player/consumer chooses to add that game into her library 

of potential games.

• Content consumption: In this term, I am referring to the consumption 

of time, space, and data in the game world. Content consumption is the 

process of consuming a video game within the parameters of that game’s 

world. While a player might engage in material consumption (download-

ing the game), she might participate in varying levels of content consump-

tion, depending whether she choses to actually play through any of the 

content of that game. In other words, for a game that is purchased in a 

store, the player might engage entirely in material consumption habits, 

but then consume only 25 percent of the content of that game.

• Mechanical consumption: This term characterizes the process of small 

objects in a game “disappearing” when a player completes an action or 

mechanic, such as in Bejeweled styles of gaming, or when a player con-

sumes energy points during the process of play.
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• In- game purchasing: This refers to cases where the player spends only 

fictional, game- world money in order to succeed in the game world.

• Extra- game purchasing: This refers to cases where the player spends real- 

world money in order to succeed in the game world. Many games con-

flate in- game purchasing and extra- game purchasing, creating a seamless 

space where the player might not always easily equate his or her in- game 

spending habits with real- world money. While extra- game purchasing 

implies material consumption, I am breaking the two apart— material 

consumption occurs at the point when the player is first downloading or 

consenting to play the game, whereas extra- game purchasing happens 

during game play.

In addition to the above modes of consumption in gaming that easily can 

apply to many popular video games, I would like to propose two final 

categories for consumptive practices in video games that specifically are 

marketed to female audiences:

• Fashion- based consumption: This refers to video games that specifically 

emulate the process of “trying on” and cycling through different articles of 

clothing and accessories, usually to place on the player’s avatar but also 

often on non- player characters. Sometimes fashion- based consumption 

can be linked to in- game purchasing or extra- game purchasing, although 

it should remain a distinct category because of how it plays into gendered 

expectations of use in fashion.

• Culinary- based consumption: Culinary games often also involve a kind 

of consumption, which I will touch on toward the end of this chapter— 

they suggest a form of literal consumptive practices (eating), but also a 

denial of the actual pleasure associated with culinary arts. In other words, 

a player is able to create virtual foods but never actually eat them.

These different modes of gaming consumption often occur simultane-

ously, allowing the pleasures of consumptive practice to function on a 

multilevel, reward- based system. As this chapter continues, I will talk 

about several themes within consumptive behavior, explaining how they 

relate to one another in gaming environments as well as how they con-

struct subjectivities of consumption.

Yet consumption also implies purchase. Given that, it is important to 

consider what it is that the consumer is purchasing in all these exchanges, 

as they relate to video games. Obviously, when considering what is pur-

chased, the game itself is often the primary purchase. However, as many 
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cultural studies scholars have noted through the years, the purchase por-

tion of consumptive practice is often more than buying products, but also 

about acquiring status. Another way of thinking about this is through the 

lens of what Thorstein Veblen calls conspicuous consumption. Accord-

ing to Veblen, “The utility of consumption as an evidence of wealth is to 

be classed as a derivative of growth. It is an adaption to a new end, by a 

selective process, of a distinction previously existing and well established 

in men’s habits of thoughts.”6 Certainly, many have written about how 

the consumption of goods helps people attempt to exceed their current 

social class. More recently, Lynn Spigel has coined the term “conspicuous 

production,” wherein smart technologies (e.g., “smart homes”) turn sites 

of leisure into a spaces where “the resident is meant to be seen working 

all the time.”7

It is in a similar capacity that we can understand the layering of con-

spicuous consumption/production within video game spaces. Alternative 

identities within game worlds are more calculated than our real- world 

identities (i.e., we often are able to define our identity in more strategic 

ways in a game world). Because of this we are able to see ways that con-

spicuous consumption and production might create a space of excess 

desire and labor within game worlds, wherein women players are always 

trying to buy their place at the arcade machine. Given the already- noted 

dominance of white masculinity in gaming spaces, perhaps it is useful 

to consider the possibility that the desire to “consume” functions as an 

attempt to gain a foothold and prosper in alternative ways. In the televi-

sion commercial described at the start of this chapter, we saw a perfect 

example of this kind of conspicuous consumption— the character was 

attempting to pass in cultures other than her own through the consump-

tion of goods. Here consumption functions as a kind of “permission slip” 

for play: the player has purchased things and is thereby permitted to exist 

(in part at least) within that culture. Those permission slips are powerful 

yet ephemeral. They become even trickier when the play is designed with 

gender- normative modes of consumption. Games that are too centered 

on consumptive mechanics are often dismissed (such as free- to- play or 

fashion games) and are not accepted as part of the broader (masculine- 

based) gaming culture. In this way, because of designed identity, women 

players are theoretically able to buy their way in to video game culture, 

but they are never able to fully embody the nuances of that culture. Just 

as Veblen’s “conspicuous consumption” suggests that shifting social class 

through consumption is only partially effective, the same applies for the 
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gendered modes of conspicuous consumption in video games. Games 

that highlight consumerism and consumption create a mode of designed 

identity wherein women are expected to pay to play— that is, in order to 

be part of gaming culture they must consume. At the same time, as often 

is the case in other examples of conspicuous consumption, this creates 

an experience that is only partially satisfying; buying into a culture is not 

the same as being an authentic part of that culture. Furthermore, purchas-

ing one’s way into that culture can mean having to continue to consume, 

ad infinitum. Those very consumptive practices, though, as conflicted as 

they might be, are also helping to form a path for emerging audiences in 

gaming.

WOMEN, SHOPPING, AND PRODUCTIVE CONSUMPTION

Many years ago, when I was in the earliest phases of this research project, 

I approached my mother and began to badger her on a regular basis. She 

had no interest in playing games— or insisted as such— and I was dubi-

ous of her claims. I would call, e- mail, and pester her in person, repeat-

edly asking what might make her want to play video games. One day, we 

sat on the phone and I brought it up again: “But there must be something 

that might make you play,” I pleaded. In an exasperated tone she replied, 

“I don’t know, Shira. How about a nice shopping game?”8 This moment 

gave me pause. A nice shopping game. At what point, I wondered, did 

shopping— an entirely productive task— become a mode of leisure. As I 

followed this thread, it became apparent that this was only a form of lei-

sure for women— when I mentioned this as a gaming possibility to men, 

they seemed to be impervious to the charms of shopping play. Further, 

the notion of a shopping game implies a middle- class or higher ideal— 

one can only think of shopping as a form of leisure if he or she has the 

wealth, time, and means to partake in this pastime.

Philosophers and scholars have often considered the relationship 

between production and consumption, showing connections between 

the two as part of a circuit of capital. The majority of theoretical work 

on consumption and consumer practices focuses on “things”: much of it 

takes Marxist or postmodern standpoints to understand how desire for 

material goods is constructed and facilitated. Most notably, in Critique of 

Political Economy, Karl Marx deftly explains the symbiotic relationship of 

production/consumption:
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Production is simultaneously consumption as well. It is consumption in a 

dual form— subjective and objective consumption. Firstly, the individual, 

who develops his abilities while producing, expends them as well, using 

them up in the act of production, just as in natural procreation vital energy 

is consumed. Secondly, it is consumption of the means of production, which 

are used and used up and in part (as for instance fuel) are broken down 

into simpler components. It similarly involves consumption of raw material 

which is absorbed and does not retain its original shape and quality. The act 

of production itself is thus in all its phases also an act of consumption. The 

economists concede this. They call productive consumption both produc-

tion that is simultaneously identical with consumption, and consumption 

which is directly concurrent with production.9

This notion of “productive consumption” allows me to illustrate the 

nuanced relationship between the two. Productive consumption, as I will 

demonstrate, is not always economically based, but can also be part of 

complex gendered activities. Furthermore, I would argue that productive 

consumption is something particularly applicable to women— women 

are expected to be the primary consumers in a household, expected to 

enjoy it, and are simultaneously culturally critiqued for wanting to “shop 

’til [they] drop.” In Marx’s worldview, we are always already playing a “nice 

shopping game.”

The relationship between women and a perceived desire to shop is 

complicated. It involves what Joseph Turow and Nora Draper would refer 

to as an “industrial construction of the audience,” where media and cor-

porate practitioners play a role in this system.10 While this construction 

might appear to be natural, it is not. The roots of the consumer being 

designed as feminine can be traced back to the Victorian era.11 Celia Lury 

illustrates that a parallel between women and consuming cultures cre-

ates negative perceptions of women.12 Stereotypes of women as shoppers 

help to situate women as the ultimate consumer, rather than producer, of 

goods. According to A. Fuat Firat, this corresponds to the perception of 

women as consumer and, more important, as “shopper”: “The female— 

specifically, in visual culture, the female body— became the representa-

tion of the feminine, which was the ideal consumer in Western culture. 

She ‘went shopping’ while he worked. She spent his money or earnings. 

Her frivolity in buying and consuming became a major topic of jokes in 

the culture. She was such a consumer that he had always to restrain her 
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appetite for consumables.”13 Thus women play a particularly complex 

role in consumer culture; essentializations of women automatically map 

them as the primary consumer in the consumption/production relation-

ship. This essentialization is reinforced by the aforementioned statistics 

demonstrating that women are the primary purchasers of products in a 

household. By combining these aspects, shopping is automatically stereo-

typed as a mode of feminine practice. At the same time, women’s shift-

ing roles in society (moving them out of the household and into work 

domains) also creates more responsibilities: in the last thirty years women 

have increasingly become both producers and consumers. Therefore, it 

would seem that women like to shop— they like fashion and they enjoy 

conspicuous consumption— or so we are told. This middle- class ideal that 

women find pleasure in the process of shopping is a standard assumption 

in popular culture. Commercials, songs, television shows, and films all 

play off this notion, often turning it into a punch line. Women are “mate-

rial girls” (per the classic Madonna lyrics) and need to tone down their 

tendencies toward being shopaholics (per the popular Confessions of a 

Shopaholic book series and film). Constructions of females as shoppers 

cross boundaries of ethnicity, social class, and age.

By tapping into Marx’s definition of “productive consumption” and 

Veblen’s “conspicuous consumption,” in this chapter I illustrate a com-

plex relationship between gender, consumption, and production. These 

complementary ideas, bolstered by the gendered implications within the 

designed identity of Player Two, illustrate ways that gaming uses several of 

the consumptive modes, discussed above, in order to configure and essen-

tialize specific kinds of games as (a) necessarily feminine, (b) necessarily 

productive, and (c) unable to achieve the lofty desires implied by the label 

of “conspicuous consumption.” In this way, the designed identity of Player 

Two configures a perceived feminine desire, which cannot be disentan-

gled from shopping, purchasing, and consumptive practices. At the same 

time, those very consumptive practices are allowing her into the space.

CONSUMING MECHANICS

As discussed earlier in this chapter, consuming mechanics can take on a 

variety of meanings. Different modes of consumptive mechanics (material 

consumption, content consumption, mechanical consumption, etc.) all 

come with a distinct set of implications, but often they become even mess-

ier when different versions of these mechanics happen simultaneously. 
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Given the complicated nature of consumption in video games, I will begin 

with the simplest version— what I refer to as the consuming mechanic. 

This mechanic is not bound to games that involve shopping, products, 

or currency. The consuming mechanic is one where the player’s goal is 

to perform a series of maneuvers that make an object or series of objects 

disappear, visually creating a sense that the object has been consumed.

In his book A Casual Revolution: Reinventing Video Games and Their 

Players, Jesper Juul discusses the history of match- 3 games, suggesting 

that they belong to a genre that has begun to wane in popularity. Juul sug-

gests that the channel of downloadable casual gaming distribution creates 

“an inherent conflict between innovation and cloning,” in part accounting 

for some of the difficulties in this genre of the casual.14 In other words, 

match- 3 games necessarily need to look and feel identical to one another 

(the cloning aspects) in order to achieve popularity, but simultaneously 

they need to feel innovative in ways that help them to attract new audi-

ences. However, Juul’s writing predates the moment when Candy Crush 

Saga (and its many clones) grabbed hold of the market. His work sug-

gests that players and game designers want different things within this 

model. While a game designer might push toward product innovation, the 

player is more likely interested in a game that is instantly and easily play-

able. This discrepancy accounts for the waxing and waning popularity of 

match- 3 games. Most certainly, Juul has a point about the ease of learn-

ing as being integral to this style of game. Additionally I would also like to 

suggest that there is also something inherently satisfying within the game 

mechanic itself. This mechanic is enjoyable because of the disappearing 

elements, which has the effect of neatly clearing the screen.

We already saw the satisfaction of the “disappearing object” mechanic 

at play in the genre of hidden object games in the previous chapter. I pre-

viously identified the process of selecting in a hidden object puzzle as an 

act of cleaning— because the player is able to understand the landscape 

of a room better after finding and clicking on an object (and making it 

disappear), I argued that this process replicates gendered domestic tasks 

such as cleaning. However, at the same time, this process of clicking on 

an object so that it disappears is also consumptive. By this I mean that 

once the object is used, it disappears from the landscape in a way that 

makes that virtual object consumed— it is no longer at play in the game 

world. Here, consumption and cleaning work simultaneously to create a 

liminal space and, while solving the puzzle, puts the player constantly in 

a mode of consumptive practice. Certainly, the satisfying nature of this 
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work of consumption exceeds gender divisions— perhaps accounting for 

the widespread popularity of the match- 3 game— but the thematic rele-

vance of hidden object games tied with the consumptive mechanic helps 

to map the idea of “cleaning as consumption” intended as a kind of gen-

dered domestic chore.

Consumptive mechanics as a primary mode of play are common in the 

casual market. Games such as those in the Bejeweled and Candy Crush 

Saga series have had hundreds of iterations, all replicating the game- play 

style. In these games, the player’s goal is to match several items that are 

similarly shaped and colored, so that they disappear from the screen, 

making way for an endless string of new items to match. The result is 

that the player enables a game space where the goal is the consumption of 

small, meaningless objects. This consumption is the satisfying moment of 

play— the win condition that the player is meant to find thrilling. Watch-

ing objects disappear from the game space gives a jolt of satisfaction, 

indicating that we have properly consumed elements of the game board.

While this setup is not the primary focus of the chapter, I like to think 

of the consuming mechanic as a priming one, preparing players for a con-

tinued form for consumption throughout the process of gaming. Players 

might not be engaging in literal shopping or branded-product consump-

tion in these games, but the mechanic helps to shape a style of game play 

that elicits further consumptive practices. For example, the F2P model, 

discussed in detail below, hinges entirely on the consumptive mechan-

ics of disappearing objects— whether those objects are physical or more 

ephemeral. Therefore, if players are already in a mode where they are in 

the constant act of consuming objects, they are likely more easily primed 

to spend actual money on that game. Similarly, games such as Kim Kar-

dashian: Hollywood are stacked with one consumptive mechanic upon 

the next. The consumption of imagined game currency helps to discon-

nect the player from the realities of real money, priming a player to poten-

tially spend more of his or her cash. Yet the jolt of disappearing objects 

on the screen, physically consumed into nothingness, helps to create an 

environment where the player has no choice but to continue to consume.

FASHION GAMES AND SHOPPING GAMES

As already discussed, narratives of women as consumers dominate popu-

lar culture. Jennifer A. Sandlin and Julie G. Maudlin suggest that women 

consumers are framed in popular culture as out of control and impulsive, 
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unable to control their consumptive desires.15 These stereotypes also con-

struct their representations in terms of race and class, suggesting more 

and less desirable forms of consumptive behavior along racial lines. His-

torically, consumptive practices for women are articulated through fash-

ion and makeup, creating subjects that believe they can push past race-  

and class- based boundaries through the purchase of specific products.16 

In our current times, this was articulated most clearly through what Laurie 

Ouellette refers to as the “invention” of the “cosmo girl,” helping to estab-

lishing the consumptive practices of fashion as a method to reconstruct 

identity.17 In these ways, fashion and beauty products are primarily mar-

keted to women as a form of “self- expression.” This taps into what Eliza-

beth Wissinger refers to as “glamour labor,”18 pushing it to a consumer 

level.

Given fashion’s gendered nature, it would seem counterintuitive that 

fashion would play a role in many video games. But as game designers 

attempted to get more girls and women to be gamers, an increasing num-

ber of fashion games began finding their way to market. Ever since the oft- 

commented- on girl game of the 1990s, Barbie Fashion Designer, fashion 

games have held an ongoing, although somewhat secondary role, in games 

intentionally designed for female audiences. Barbie Fashion Designer was 

a unique game for girls when it was released— not only because play-

ers could select from themes and styles, mixing and matching clothing, 

but because the goal was the ability to print out clothing that a Barbie 

doll could actually wear. In Kaveri Subrahmanyam and Patricia Green-

field’s study of girls playing Barbie Fashion Designer, they concluded that 

girls liked playing with the software because they “like nonaggressive play 

activities that allow them to create fantasies set in familiar locations with 

familiar characters. The Barbie Fashion Designer allows girls to do just this 

and becomes one more accessory in their role play.”19 While these aspects 

may be true in the case studies done for that essay, it is impossible to con-

sider the Barbie Fashion Designer game and its predecessors outside the 

lens of consumptive practice. Fashion games— past, present, and future— 

create a space of entitled yet productive consumption, where a player’s 

game work is automatically associated with the purchasing and appear-

ance of clothing and accessories. These games help to tease out under-

pinning gendered narratives such as self- transformation, self- expression, 

and identity play.

Of course, Barbie Fashion Designer was never meant for women, but 

rather girls. While it is impossible to disentangle the age associated with 



	 134	 .	 PLAYING	WITH	CONSUMPTION

intention, several other “fashion” games have found market prominence 

over the years— games that highlight the material edge of consumptive 

practice by giving players an opportunity to try on clothing and to mix 

and match ensembles. For instance, Covet Fashion is a mobile game where 

players are asked to put together outfits for events, in a way that seems to 

echo the content- sharing website Pinterest (Figure 21). Players are able to 

purchase the designs they have “discovered” through Covet Fashion in the 

real world, making a seamless transition between the implied consump-

tion of a fashion game and the actual consumption practices of shopping. 

The artwork is realistic, not cartoonish, and seems to suggest a kind of 

grown- up paper doll using high fashion. Covet works with existing brands 

by showcasing their actual clothing and gives players the ability to pur-

chase that clothing in the real world. The demographic for the game is 

explicitly stated to be women twenty- two and older.20 One of the game’s 

cocreators explains in a VentureBeat interview, “It is a lot like dressing 

up in real life. You feel good about yourself and you get feedback.”21 The 

consumptive elements of Covet are entirely productive: they suggest that 

the player’s consuming behavior should directly link back to real- life deci-

sions. Further, the name itself articulates desire in its purest form: covet-

ing suggests the emotionality of aspirational ownership.

While Covet pushes toward fashion realism, other fashion- centric 

games are more cartoonish. Games like JoJo’s Fashion Show and Style 

Quest are computer downloadable games that do not use real branding 

and offer instead more cartoonlike models (using the “lush” aesthetics 

described in chapter 1). Often, more cartoon- styled games do not allow 

the player to see all angles of the outfit— the in- game purchase of a cool 

outfit might only give access to the clothing from certain perspectives, 

and it might even be two- dimensional. The player cannot examine the 

clothing up close, generally, and cannot purchase that clothing in the real 

world. Covet seems to be one of the only games where this is an exception: 

after all, the purpose is in the game’s title, to “covet.” The player’s role is 

not to be satisfied with what she can buy within the fictional game world 

but to create desire outside the game world.

Many games directly associate the stereotype that women and girls 

love to shop with modes of play by simply turning a video game into a 

form of paper dolls. From this perspective, paper doll mechanics are a 

“bonus” within a game world— for instance, it may be something that can 

be done as a small reward when a player finishes a level. In several of the 

games in the Diner Dash series, players can select alternative wardrobe 



Figure 21. A screenshot of the mobile game Covet Fashion, developed 
and published by CrowdStar in 2014. The game combines typical 
fashion gaming with a Pinterest visual style and real- world clothing 
that the player can purchase.
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options for Flo as she continues through the game. Sometimes these items 

give the player some kind of game bonus (e.g., sneakers that allow Flo to 

move faster), but others are just decorative, allowing the player to slide 

different clothing options on her avatar, implying that aesthetic form is 

sometimes more valuable than function. While different armor options 

in massively multiplayer online games and role- playing games like World 

of Warcraft offer better play, most fashion game upgrades are not meant 

to imply that the player can actually navigate the world more effectively, 

but rather, that the player gets to beautify her avatar. It neatly enfolds the 

labor aspects of Wissinger’s “glamour labor” into game play.

This focus on having players create fashion (from preordained tem-

plates) echoes Brooke Erin Duffy’s work on fashion bloggers and the use of 

consumers to generate content in digital spaces. Duffy argues that fashion 

blogs become a form of “immaterial labor” in commodity culture.22 How-

ever, while fashion bloggers are sometimes given opportunities to touch, 

hold, and access the fashion they create, the two- dimensional, paper doll 

fashion creations in the game world seem to be copies of copies— they 

lack real cultural markers that allow for material consumption in satisfy-

ing ways. Covet Fashion tries to bypass this stopgap, but even in that the 

consumption offered to players is shallow and abstracted from reality— it 

does not account for body types and assumes a level of material wealth. 

This game, which appears to offer unlimited forms of play, is actually 

quite limited.

So, how about the “nice shopping game” suggested by my mother? 

Indeed, there is a history of games that seem to function around shop-

ping as an activity. Certainly The Sims can be understood as a “shopping 

game” of sorts, where (ultimately) consumption rules. But other games 

have similarly toyed with consumption. Shopmania, for example, has 

the player working for the fictional superstore called Spendmore (Fig-

ure 22). As the player moves up the ranks (and through several depart-

ments) she is given a series of customers and shopping carts to be filled 

properly— in many ways a cross between Tetris and a time management 

game like Diner Dash. The game is not about shopping for oneself but 

about negotiating consumption for others. Superficial shopping choices 

(such as color matching) are rewarded, and the goal is to satisfy custom-

ers by making them consume as much as their carts will allow.

More recent shopping- centric games are also available on mobile 

devices. These games are often surprisingly similar: in the iOS game 

Shopping Mall, the player is tasked with saving the world after an evil 
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businessman, Mr. Zog, has destroyed it. The primary means of doing so 

is by rebuilding a shopping mall.23 Another iOS game, Shopaholic World, 

is a fashion- centric title with a shopping theme. Often, shopping games 

and fashion games bleed into each other. For example, while the pri-

mary mechanics of a video game might involve shopping, the reward 

system could involve receiving increased fashion choices for the avatar. 

The absurd scenarios presented (such as in Shopmania and Shopping 

Mall), wherein shopping and malls are always necessary, suggest that con-

sumptive practices are not only “what women want” but also necessary 

and normalized in a basic human way. They help create a productive ele-

ment to consumptive behavior while simultaneously reinforcing playful 

possibilities.

Without question, shopping- themed games imply and reinforce issues 

of conspicuous consumption, turning the act itself into gaming. This link 

between shopping, fashion, and gaming  is naturalized, with suggestions 

that these activities had gaming elements all along. For example, Glamour 

magazine’s blog post write- up of Covet Fashion suggests that many readers 

Figure 22. A screenshot of the computer game Shopmania, developed by Brighter Minds 
and published by iWin in 2008. The game focuses on consumptive themes, using a Tetris 
style of puzzles within levels.



	 138	 .	 PLAYING	WITH	CONSUMPTION

already consider shopping to be gamelike.24 This naturalization between 

shopping and games helps to justify these games as a presence on the 

market. In most cases— other than Covet Fashion— the shopping behav-

ior is only a simulation, a cartooned- up version of consumptive behaviors 

that we may or may not replicate in the real world. Even if playing Covet 

doesn’t lead to purchases outside the game, the player continues to cir-

culate normative feminine behaviors within the designed identity of the 

constructed audience. But how might simulated fashion and shopping 

games lead to real- world consumption? The answer can be found in one 

industry term: free- to- play.

THE FREE- TO- PLAY MODEL

Of course, many games cost money— for a long time the model of paid 

gaming was either an upfront purchase from a retailer, or a subscription- 

based model (as with massively multiplayer online games like World of 

Warcraft).25 An alternative model— free- to- play (F2P, sometimes referred 

to as “freemium”)— helps unpack the complicated relationship between 

play and consumption in gaming. The term “freemium”26 was coined by 

the venture capitalist Fred Wilson in 2006.27 F2P games (usually based off 

either social media or mobile devices) are initially free for download, but 

for premium play users must engage in micropurchasing. Micropurchases 

in these games might range from buying increased in- game energy (i.e., 

being able to play for longer periods of time), in- game money that can be 

used to purchase things in the game world that would otherwise not be 

attainable from regular play, or other intangible benefits, depending on 

the game. For example, in the most recent mobile versions of Diner Dash 

(now owned by Glu, the company that also publishes Kim Kardashian: 

Hollywood), the player would have a difficult time achieving a reasonable 

score by play alone. The game recommends that players increase their 

play power by adding things like faster sneakers to help Flo move more 

efficiently between tables. Those sneakers then cost a specific amount of 

in- game money, which translates to real- world money.

To give a sense of scope of how influential the F2P model is in the video 

game market, 76 percent of all iPhone purchases in 2013 came from in- 

game acquisitions in the United States, and in the Asian market those 

numbers were even higher.28 This number becomes slightly more startling 

when combined with recent reports that less than 1 percent of mobile 

gamers are responsible for those in- app game purchases.29 That means 
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that a very small number of people are spending a very large amount of 

money on games that are, theoretically, free. These high- spending play-

ers are often referred to as “whales,”30 a term appropriated from the gam-

bling industry.

Consequently, the F2P model has often been called into question. An 

episode of the television show South Park (titled “Freemium Isn’t Free”) 

highlights the complexities of the F2P market when young Stan spends 

both a great deal of money and time to beat a never- ending game. Game 

developers and critics have questioned the “morals” of this model, and 

some have even suggested that F2P games are potentially hurting the 

overall game market and, in particular, independent game developers.31 

Mia Consalvo and Christopher A. Paul document how developers and 

game journalists refer to the model as “evil.” In response to claims that the 

F2P model is not a “real” game, Consalvo and Paul argue that “to spend 

money on this system at all is to legitimize it, and to call into question 

all sense of what makes a game real— its developer, its mechanics and its 

revenue model.”32 In other words, because players chose to spend money 

on the game, their purchasing power makes the F2P model a valid gaming 

style, regardless of any criticism.

How might we connect consumptive practices in games with F2P 

mechanics? Certainly not all F2P games are marketed to women, and not 

all of those games have elements of fashion and shopping embedded in 

them. In fact, recent numbers suggest that whales are more likely to be 

men. However, as I have explored several times throughout this book, 

actual demographics are irrelevant— part of game design is about per-

ceived demographics, wherein games are structured with a sense that 

women will play and might possibly spend money. After all, when a Kotaku 

article declares in its headline “Who Are the ‘Whales’ Driving Free- to- Play 

Gaming? You’d Be Surprised,”33 it is clear that there is a perception that 

women should be driving the consumptive practices that are allegedly 

“ruining” the video game industry. F2P games happened at the same cul-

tural moment in which the video game industry began to attempt expand-

ing its audience (as illustrated by the Wii advertisements in the previous 

chapter and many of the games described throughout this book). If per-

ception matters more than actual demographics, then there will always 

be an assumption that women are central to consumptive practices. Fur-

thermore, there is an additional expectation that those women gamers 

are only equipped to game as a mode of excess and through consump-

tion. The woman is not a primary gamer; she is the person with a white 
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minivan full of games, prepared to disperse them to her family. Within this 

perception, gaming is only another form of currency.

Yet many women do play F2P games and indeed pay for them. While 

we can argue about whether Candy Crush Saga or other puzzle games 

with consumptive mechanics might be gender- neutral at their core, it 

is difficult to look at shopping and fashion games with a sense that they 

had been built as though intended for both men and women. It is worth 

considering ways that the process of shopping in a game world and the 

process of simulated and productive consumption in that game helps to 

prompt the player toward real- world consumptive practices. This might 

happen in very direct ways— the transitional shopping mechanics of 

Covet Fashion suggest that players purchase in- game clothing in the real 

world— or in subtler ways wherein shopping is so fluid in the game world 

that the player is more in tune with fashion and shopping because of the 

use of in- game currency. Shopping becomes a normalized practice in F2P 

games, and the preestablished stereotypes about women, shopping, and 

consumption help to suggest that women will always already be consum-

ers. If they want to play, women must pay.

THE KARDASHIAN FACTOR AND OTHER CELEBRITY GAMES

The video game Kim Kardashian: Hollywood was released into the wild on 

June 25, 2014. The game was almost immediately both addictively popu-

lar34 and widely criticized.35 The game itself was only marginally novel— 

many of the mechanics and play styles were derived from the semipopu-

lar game Campus Life and Glu’s own game Stardom: The A- List— but the 

combination of a clean interface, a celebrity spin, and a dizzying amount 

of alternative forms of currency and rewards made the game an instant 

hit. Following KK:H’s initial rise to fame, several clone games replicated 

the game- play style and mechanics, such as Celebrity Girl and Love and 

Hip Hop. Additionally, the actress Lindsay Lohan released an appallingly 

bad game called Lindsay Lohan’s The Price of Fame.36 While Lohan’s game 

did not feature the same game- play style as the other celebrity games, it 

shared such conceits as a basic game- play element where players needed 

to spend money in order to get fans. Pop star Demi Lovato recently part-

nered with Pocket Gems (the creator of Campus Life) for the interac-

tive narrative game Episode: Choose Your Story with a specific series of 

Lovato episodes, beginning with “Demi Lovato: Path to Fame.” Recently 

Glu Mobile released the game Katy Perry: Pop as well as games branded 
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for Britney Spears, Kendall and Kylie Jenner, and Jason Statham,37 with a 

Nicki Minaj game on the horizon.38

The proof of KK:H’s success was apparent almost immediately in its 

financial reports. Mere weeks after its release the game had a projected 

income of $200 million for its first year, driving up Glu’s market share by 

42 percent.39 As with most games, there is little official demographic data 

on who actually plays, though the presumed influx audience— in terms 

of how it is written about— is almost necessarily women and girls.40 One 

author for the feminist pop culture website Jezebel reported spending 

almost $500 in a single week of play.41 All of this is to say, the game is 

popular, it is different enough from the rest of the market, and it has made 

a lot of money. And the target audience for KK:H is a perceived audience 

of women and girls.

In what follows, I discuss several aspects of KK:H, theorizing how the 

style, branding, mechanics, and currency all help to imply very specific 

modes of consumption that design a kind of expected woman gamer. 

Because the game itself is far too complex to deal with in terms of all of 

the minutiae of consumptive practice, I will focus on three core elements 

of game play: the monetary systems, the use of fashion, and the promise 

of celebrity status as a consumptive model. In chapter 5 I will return to 

KK:H in order to discuss the construction of normative bodies in gaming.

For a “casual” game, KK:H is deeply complex and requires an unbe-

lievable amount of player time.42 Given that, the link between KK:H and 

the casual market is tenuous; it can only really be considered a “casual” 

because it is played on mobile platforms and because of its presumed 

women audience. The player begins at the bottom: she lives in a low- rent 

Los Angeles apartment and works in a local clothing shop. When celeb-

rity Kim Kardashian comes into her shop, she is given opportunities to 

join up with Kardashian and is given modeling gigs, acting opportunities, 

and other forms of celebrity appearances. Other non- player characters 

become the “competition” and create “drama,” which acts as one of the 

key elements holding the player back in her path from the “E- list” to the 

“A- list” (Figure 23). This list status is the primary factor driving the player’s 

progress (although in addition to list status the player is also marked by 

a “level” that determines what clothing she is permitted to purchase and 

how many energy points she is able to get).

The primary method of moving from the E- list to the A- list is through 

accepting gigs. At a gig, a player must select a series of progress bars to 

complete tasks. For example, when at a celebrity party, the player might 
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use her energy points to “Do a Shot,” “Make New Friends,” or drink “The 

Good Stuff”— these tasks each take varying amounts of energy points. In 

some ways, the repetitive nature of these social tasks, unique to this kind 

of casual game, suggests that the presumed woman player is necessar-

ily social and taking on relational tasks (the kind of emotional/affective 

labor discussed in chapter 3 of this book). Because energy points are lim-

ited resources, only reappearing over time (a player gets back an energy 

point in five- minute increments), it often takes several hours of revisiting 

the game to complete one gig or event successfully. If a player gets a five- 

star rating at an event, the “press” will tweet about it, moving the player’s 

ranking up slowly, toward D- list, C- list, B- list, and finally A- list, where 

the player attempts to move into the number- one slot of celebrity- hood.

There are two different monetary system representations within the 

game world. The first is a representation of dollars. Different items can 

be “bought” on the dollar system, such as clothing, furniture, homes, and 

travel. But there is also an alternative system: the K- Coin. The K- Coin is 

relinquished to players much more sparingly than dollars are (a player 

might earn a few hundred dollars per gig or event but would be lucky 

to earn even a single K- Coin). Players are able to use K- Coins to pur-

chase nicer items and buy the affections of (or to “charm”) non- player 

Figure 23. The main screenshot from the popular and lucrative game Kim Kardashian: 
Hollywood, developed by Blammo Games and published by Glu Mobile in 2014. The 
game, known for its connection to the celebrity, drove up Glu’s market share by 42 
percent.
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characters that are higher on the celebrity A– E- lists than the player is. 

Additionally, K- Coins can be used to purchase more energy. The pivotal 

nature of the K- Coins, then, makes them the most valuable currency in 

the game world. This value makes them marketable, and KK:H sells addi-

tional K- Coins to players to allow them to play the game more effectively. 

This, of course, is how most players get sucked into spending real money 

in KK:H— to play quickly, and in the most satisfying way, the player needs 

to spend her own money.43 Like many F2P games, KK:H ties in real money 

with play money, using exhausting exchange rates that never quite benefit 

the player or maps to a stable economic system.44

The two competing monetary systems have a certain rhetorical power 

attached to them. On the one hand, the player needs money to function in 

the everyday world of the game, but money itself is easy to come by. What 

is more difficult is the intangible monetizing of celebrity power, what is 

represented by the K- Coin. The K- Coin is treated as practically genetic. 

Those who are part of the Kardashian clan already have this monetary 

system built into their lives— but even after the player has gotten to the 

much- coveted A- list in the game, she must still struggle for the intangi-

ble consumptive power that is linked to celebrity- hood. One can pay the 

game (and, indirectly, the real Kim Kardashian) for more of her specialized 

money, but then that player is giving Kardashian real- world money— an 

unsettling thought when you consider the woman’s vast wealth. In KK:H 

the house always wins: either the player cannot achieve the pure celebrity 

power that is wielded by the Kardashian family, or she has to pay them 

in order to do so.

Fashion play, and the consumptive implications of that, has a com-

plex set of meanings within KK:H. The player is constantly asked to go to 

fashion shoots, but— at least on the surface— the clothing one wears to 

a fashion shoot is inconsequential. A player can dress her avatar in any-

thing from jeans to formal gowns at these events, and the visual rheto-

ric suggests that clothing choices do not make a difference; the player 

is not given additional points for her fashion selections. This, in some 

ways, makes it distinct from games like Covet Fashion, where the player’s 

choices are rated in terms of how well an outfit selection meets the criteria 

of the occasion in the form of “challenges.” Yet the purchase of clothing 

itself has value and meaning within the game space. Articles of clothing 

for purchase have either stars or hearts next to them— stars give the player 

the ability to get a “bonus” for gigs or events, while hearts give players a 

bonus when going on dates. In order to get a five- star rating either on an 
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event/gig or on a date, it is recommended that the player purchase cloth-

ing (or other things such as furniture). These bonuses help the player use 

less of her personal time in a direct time- equals- money system. In other 

words, by purchasing the right clothing you can do more things and get 

ahead in the game faster. Yet a player can “purchase” a formal gown in 

order to do better at a gig/event or on a date yet not wear that gown for 

the occasion and still gets those points. In other words, what is valued is 

not the fashion itself, necessarily, but the act of purchasing. By purchas-

ing more things, the player is better positioned to excel in the game world.

Fashion, then, and the consumptive practices around it, is both essen-

tial and irrelevant within the Kardashian world. It does not matter what 

the player wears, but it does matter what the player buys. Consumptive 

practices make items disposable and irrelevant. At the same time, such 

practices highlight the agency of the player— she can wear what makes 

her feel like a celebrity, not what she is told is celebrity clothing.45 This is 

further reinforced when the player’s managers declare that she has been 

placed on the “best dressed” lists— this is an automatic rejoinder, and even 

more meaningless because all of the player’s fashion choices were pre-

selected as Kardashian- appropriate. Because many of the more desirable 

articles of clothing are attached only to K- Coins (as opposed to dollars) 

that means that in order to get the best bonuses and in order to dress a 

celebrity in ways the player deems attractive and suitable, the player must 

trade real money for K- Coins. Additionally, several items of in- game cloth-

ing are part of the Kardashian Kollection— an actual line of clothing pro-

duced by the Kardashian family. Other family products are semi- pitched 

through the game. For example, in the real world, Khloé Kardashian has a 

cologne line called Unbreakable; in the game the player is asked to pitch 

for her cologne line Unstoppable. The similarity of branding helps to cre-

ate recognition for purchase decisions that may occur in the real world.

Wealth is everything in the KK:H. Occasionally, plot points center on 

the purchase of particularly expensive clothing. If the player wants to get 

married, she must purchase wedding clothing for her avatar, running an 

average of $1,000 (of game money) or 120 K- Coins.46 At certain events or 

on dates, the player must lay out game dollars to purchase drinks or food. 

The player is urged to look under things for dollars, and screens have 

several spots where if you click you can find dollars, experience points, 

or energy points by looking in bushes, under drinks, under birds, or in 

other non- obtrusive places. This constant process of scavenging about for 

money seems to replicate poverty more than it replicates wealth. Unless 
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she spends her own money, the player is deeply poor— poor enough that 

she must take time out from dates or events to look around and see if she 

can find cash lying about. Even as an A- lister, there is no satisfying sense 

of wealth in the Kardashian world, and this, in part, is due to the constant 

need to update fashion to excel at events and move the game forward.

All of these elements seem to support the promise of celebrity status, 

what Brooke Erin Duffy might refer to as “aspirational labor,”47 wherein a 

person does a kind of creative labor with the intention of gaining social 

and economic capital. The player is able to “play through” the pitfalls of 

celebrity by a series of events and decisions. “Dramas” are created for 

the player to bypass, when other would- be fictional celebrities threaten 

the player’s credibility and the player is asked to make decisions in how 

to react. Wrong decisions can result in a plummet of fandom; fans can 

literally disappear overnight depending on how the player handles inter-

personal situations with non- player characters. While most of the paths 

seem straightforward if the goal is reaching celebrity status, consump-

tion is always at the core. In this, the game creates a constant wave of 

desire to consume, and garner fans, yet not cause too much “drama.” This 

results in a kind of policing effect: the player should want but stay within 

the boundaries of a certain kind of behavior in order to succeed in the 

game world. At her core, though, the player is never able to fully achieve 

a real kind of celebrity status because, of course, this is just a game. The 

K- Coin serves as a perennial reminder to the player that authentic celeb-

rity is unattainable and illusive. Even achieving the top spot in KK:H is 

fleeting— the player must continue to work to maintain that spot over an 

infinite period of play.48 Once you stop playing, the celebrity status earned 

through money— both real and fictional— can dissolve into nothing.

CONSUMPTION AND FOOD GAMES

As I begin to resolve this chapter, I want to suggest a different kind of 

consumption from what I have previously discussed. While most of the 

consumptive behavior considered throughout this chapter was about 

shopping or purchasing material goods (in both virtual and non- virtual 

contexts), the final portion of this chapter is about the consumption of 

food. This move is a bit strategic— in order to move on to the next chap-

ter, “Playing with Bodies,” it seems valuable to consider the virtual pro-

cesses of culinary consumptive practices in video games. Given the 

domestic implications of cooking, it should be unsurprising that several 
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video games catering to women audiences feature cooking as a primary 

mechanic or discuss the consumption of food in a variety of ways. Even 

in KK:H, the player is able to pay money to consume food on dates or at 

events in the game, allowing the player to accumulate the achievement 

of being considered a “foodie” at several different levels. However, as with 

most virtual games, there is no satisfying consumption with the virtual 

food— we never see the food, and we are never given the opportunity 

to taste it, virtually or otherwise. Food consumption, in video games, is 

entirely without the pleasures of tasting, chewing, and digesting.

While this might seem obvious— after all, how would one actually 

taste virtual food— the very fact that food games are created and com-

monly designed for an intended female audience is notable. While some 

of these games fall under the time management umbrella (Cooking Dash, 

Cake Mania, etc.), others have taken on different or more instructional 

functions. During the height of popularity of the Nintendo DS, a series of 

instructional cooking games/apps appeared on the platform, including 

Personal Trainer: Cooking, Iron Chef America: Supreme Cuisine, What’s 

Cooking: Jamie Oliver, and America’s Test Kitchen: Let’s Get Cooking. With 

the exception of the Iron Chef game, these DS apps are more instruc-

tional than game. These “games” simply teach players how to cook using 

a mobile game device and would not even qualify as games had they not 

been made for the DS. With the overwhelming popularity of other mobile 

formats in recent years (both phones and tablets), this subgenre has been 

subsumed and no longer qualifies as “gaming”— though the fact that they 

were originally created as a means to get women “playing” the Nintendo 

DS has interesting implications. These applications, in theory at least, 

generate real food; they are instructional suggestions to the player that 

he or she should cook the food as it is presented.

But more fascinating than either the time management or instructional 

cooking applications are games that simulate the cooking process without 

teaching the act of cooking or involving the complex, high- stakes envi-

ronment of the time management game. In this, I am referring to Cook-

ing Mama and the clone successors that are now equally popular. Other 

games in this strange genre include Lunch Food Maker, Cooking Academy, 

and Milkshake Maker, among many other iPhone and Android clones. 

As discussed in chapter 3, Cooking Mama involves player instruction by 

Mama, a small, cherubic, asexual character who tells the player how to 

chop, stir, broil, and mix a rapid series of in- game recipes. When the player 

cooks them correctly, she “becomes” Mama— when successful, Mama’s 
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rejoinder is “Perfect! Just as good as Mama!” But when the player fails it 

results in an angry Mama scolding— “Don’t worry! Mama will fix it”— with 

her usually sparkling eyes turning into a threatening blaze. In chapter 3 I 

discussed how these rejoinders place the player in a position where she 

must reproduce and perform affective labor (and, in turn, motherhood), 

regardless of the player’s gender, age, or status as parent. Similarly notable 

is the question of lack in this game and its clones— the process of cook-

ing without consuming and reproducing food items that can never be 

enjoyed. Susan Bordo might refer to this in terms of the “cultural con-

tainment of the female appetite,” which she describes as situations where 

“women are feeding and nourishing others, not themselves.”49 Similarly, 

Kathleen Parkin writes about how advertisers use this assumed feminine 

desire to nourish others as a mode to endear themselves to members of 

the household: “Food advertisers also exploited the connection between 

food preparation and love toward women, enlisting mild allusions, float-

ing hearts, and pecks on the cheek to demonstrate how her food selec-

tion accorded her affection. The message was clear: when she chose such 

a high quality, tasty product she was entitled to receive love and credit 

for her pains.”50 In terms of food, women are not consumers so much as 

enablers of consumption. Cooking Mama and similar games help to rein-

force these practices of self- denial.

Women, it seems, are strangely situated in light of consumptive prac-

tices. While shopping is treated as an enabling mode of consumptive 

practice, something allowable, the consumption of food is rarely wholly 

acceptable. Women can binge- shop but not binge- eat. However, at the 

same time, the process of binge- play is also questionable— after all, the 

anecdote that began this chapter suggested that while it is acceptable 

for a woman to binge- shop for games that are meant for others, it did 

not imply that binge- play was equally acceptable. I would argue that, in 

part, the debates over the F2P format is less about the ethics of the actual 

genre or any effects on gaming, but rather about the perception that those 

F2P games are consuming women (regardless of the realities of whale 

demographics). Women get to be consumers, so long as they don’t get 

consumed. In this way, video games get to control women’s consump-

tive practices.

And yet, for most of this chapter I have ignored an elephant: social 

class. The intersectionalism suggesting that I address social class looms 

around these conversations about consumption, purchasing, and video 

games. After all, the notion of “shop ’til you drop” is only available to those 
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who have the means— both financial and temporal— to consume with 

little regard to the necessitation of wealth in the process of consumerism. 

This, of course, applies to all gaming: without time and without money, 

the binding practices of product consumption are meaningless; the iden-

tities that are designed into all games necessitate that social class is both 

invisible and implied. In this way, the designed identity of the woman 

player is necessarily middle class and already presumed to be a partici-

pant in consumptive behaviors.

When bodies at play are assumed to be feminine, they are already 

positioned as consumptive, yet also entrenched in a kind of denial. The 

consumptive practices within video games can take on several forms 

(material consumption, content consumption, mechanical consumption, 

in- game purchasing, extra- game purchasing, fashion- based consump-

tion, and culinary consumption), which may be combined in complex 

ways to reinforce real- world consumer practices. Feminized gaming bod-

ies are pushed to consume— via traditional modes of feminine consump-

tive practices— but then denied the satisfying consumption allowed to 

masculine gamers. Bodies are at the root of the problem: bodies that are 

allowed to create digital food they cannot taste, bodies that purchase 

games they cannot play, bodies that can buy clothing they cannot wear. 

These bodies become a host of unrequited desire and, simultaneously, 

locked into a gendered designed identity; the bodies are necessarily white, 

middle class, heterosexual, abled, and cis- gendered. In the next chapter, I 

focus on the paradoxical nature of bodily identity in video games designed 

for Player Two.
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5 Playing with Bodies

“LIKE TEMPLE RUN FOR THE VAGINA”

In the summer of 2014, a Kickstarter campaign was launched for a new 

kind of video game device. The Skea game controller promised to make 

Kegels fun for women. Kegels, which are exercises often recommended 

after giving birth in order to deal with issues of incontinence, are meant 

to strengthen a woman’s pelvic floor. Upon the announcement of the 

Skea campaign, many declared that it was “like Temple Run for the va-

gina” (referring to the popular endless running game).1 The campaign for 

the Skea was kicked off with a video featuring its inventor, a man named 

Tom Chen (referred to as a physicist and game designer). Chen rhetori-

cally asks his viewers, “Which muscle do women need to exercise most? 

Buttocks? Abs? Not really. It’s actually the pelvic floor muscles. Either you 

want to be more sexy or more healthy.” He continues by demonstrating 

incontinence and other potential health risks by depositing fruit through 

a net in front of a poster showing the lower half of a lingerie- clad woman’s 

body— a fairly offensive representation of women’s anatomy (Figure 24). 

The Skea ultimately promised to turn “boring” Kegel exercises into a fun 

game they referred to as Alice Incontinence in the initial Kickstarter ad-

vertisement. The campaign was successfully funded, bringing in $52,021 

for its initial launch.

Of course, game controllers have had gendered and bodily connota-

tions before. Old Sega advertisements, for example, made a point of high-

lighting the phallic nature of the joystick with the lines “The more you 

play with it, the harder it gets” and “Something to do with your hands that 

won’t make you go blind.”2 These parallels between the body and digital 

gaming reinforce the preexisting narrative of Player One: the joystick game 
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controller was permitted to take on phallic connotations because it rein-

forced the perception of the Sega player, who was presumed to be male.

But the Skea was different— it was designed specifically for women’s 

anatomy. As a game controller, the Skea complicates questions of diver-

sity and representation of video game players. On the one hand, a sex- 

specific game controller holds the potential to invite in new players, but 

on the other, its very premise hinges on cis- centric assumptions that 

those who identify as women necessarily have vaginas, and that those 

very vaginas probably need some kind of fixing (hence the call for exer-

cise). Within weeks another “smart” Kegel device, called the kGoal, offered 

a similar technology but without a gaming interface, and was also success-

fully funded on Kickstarter. The kGoal, though, did not promise to gamify 

the practice of Kegel exercise. Skea, then, stands out as the first attempt 

at using women’s sexual organs in gaming. This move essentializes and 

prioritizes women’s bodies in uncomfortable ways. While we often talk 

about the relationship between the player and the controller, we gener-

ally discuss the controller as a technological apparatus; rarely do we talk 

about the means of holding that apparatus (presumably, generally speak-

ing, with hands) when we consider those bodily interactions. When the 

Figure 24. A still image from the Kickstarter campaign video for Skea, launched in 
the summer of 2014. The Skea promised to be a “Temple Run for the vagina”— a way 
to gamify Kegel exercises. The image shows Skea’s creator pushing items down a net, 
placed over the vaginal area of a lingerie- clad model on a poster. This process was meant 
to illustrate the idea that the vagina loses elasticity.
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mode of gripping turns from hands to something else— in this case, the 

vagina— we are left with questions of how the body relates to gaming and 

game controllers in a physically embodied way.

The Skea, in many ways, was a failure. After being funded, the company 

that produced the Skea ended up having trouble making a smartphone 

app that worked efficiently. To this point, Alice Incontinence, with its lovely 

Alice in Wonderland– style graphics from the original Kickstarter adver-

tisement, was downgraded to a simple game where long, phallic- shaped 

tubes fell down on a screen while the player was instructed to “squeeze.” 

This was no Temple Run, and the final version of the Skea involved more 

frustration than actual play.

And so, as a historical artifact and from a biomedical perspective, the 

Skea builds on a history of masculine authority misrepresenting, com-

modifying, and essentializing elements of women’s health and bodies. 

Nancy Tuana demonstrates that women’s health needs to be reclaimed 

from the patriarchy of biomedical knowledge making.3 Similarly, Lynda 

Birke suggests that much of biomedical literature is written from a mas-

culinist perspective that essentially ignores the lived realities of women’s 

bodies.4 Emily Martin demonstrates that reproductive mythologies are 

often written to reinforce cultural narratives of biological determinism.5 

In this way, the Skea fits in— the Kickstarter video wherein Chen describes 

Kegel exercises as “boring” and flippantly talks about his wife’s inconti-

nence following childbirth seems to almost “mansplain” women’s bod-

ies to women. For example, Skea inventor Chen remarks in the video of 

his wife, “When she found herself unable to control her piss . . . she was 

really pissed off.” While medically there are sound reasons for women to 

do Kegel exercises, there is a discomfort in a man throwing phallically 

shaped fruit down a basketball net and remarking on the looseness of a 

woman’s vagina following childbirth.

The Skea, in the end, functions as a basic reminder that video games 

need bodies. Bodies at play are necessary to clutch game controllers, to sit 

patiently or move aggressively. Bodies at play are both tense and loose— 

they might hold themselves quietly while completing a difficult task in a 

Call of Duty game, or might wave around freely with a Wii Remote or play-

ing Dance Dance Revolution. Without hands or flexible bodies (or, in the 

case of the Skea, vaginas), we have no method of clutching the control-

ler. Without sight and other senses, we have more complicated interac-

tions with screens. From this bodily perspective, gaming is generally built 
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from ableist presumptions. However, at the same time, the Skea serves as 

another reminder: gaming bodies are complicated, they are messy, and 

controlling a gaming body does not always work as intended.

In this chapter, I explore the mess of gaming bodies, paying specific 

attention to how video games designed for Player Two attempt to manage 

those bodies, and how those bodies are also integral to larger changes to 

the video game industry. In her work on eSports, in response to claims 

that video games are not “real” sports, T. L. Taylor argues that through a 

variety of constraints, computer games are “deeply interwoven with mate-

rial, embodied practices.”6 The virtual becomes so over- present in game 

spaces that sometimes we forget about the importance of bodies in gam-

ing. Of course, as noted above, video games manage all bodies— without 

the body as an interface, gaming would be practically impossible. Games 

need bodies, and games control those bodies. At the same time, the con-

crete masculine history embedded in the video game industry started 

from a working assumption that most of those gaming bodies were neces-

sarily male. This, then, pushes us to the next obvious question: what hap-

pens when those bodies are not male? How does gaming manage female 

bodies differently, and to what extent is this bodily management success-

ful? Further, are there ways we can use our bodies to manage and take 

control of gaming spaces? I discuss these core questions by dividing the 

chapter into two main categories of bodily control: the real and the virtual. 

By “the real” I am referring to the actual physical bodies of female play-

ers, particularly as they apply to physical interfaces, such as the Wii and 

the Kinect. In “the virtual” I am referring to the avatar, how the formation 

of in- game bodies manages real- world bodies. These categories, as I will 

discuss, inform on one another in ways that both reinforce the past modes 

of Player One yet suggest the emergence of Player Two.

DOCILE BODIES AT PLAY

Gaming may need bodies, but not all bodies function equally as gam-

ing bodies. This is not to suggest that, at their core, there should be a 

positivist notion of “good” or “bad” bodies, but rather, that gaming pri-

oritizes specific procedures, postures, positions, and forms of coopera-

tion, which suggests that some kinds of bodies are preferable. And yet 

gaming produces the bodies it needs. The positions we hold while play-

ing video games are neither natural nor neutral— in order to game well, 

players must conform their bodies and reform them into what Michel 



	 PLAYING	WITH	BODIES	 .	 153

Foucault might refer to as “docile bodies.”7 By interrogating how gaming 

bodies become docile bodies, and the implications of this theorization, it 

becomes easier to elaborate on how bodies are prioritized as acceptable/

unacceptable at play.

Foucault’s body of work focused on the post- structural implications 

of large, institutional structures such as medical, disciplinary, and edu-

cational institutions. Foucault suggests that within these institutional 

structures, technologies often take on disciplinary functions, helping to 

advocate for dominant ideologies within their form and function. Most 

relevant to what I discuss in this chapter, in Discipline and Punish Fou-

cault forms his argument around the idea that progression of technologies 

of punishment shifted from the discipline of the body to the discipline 

of the soul. In other words, as society became more “advanced” there 

was less effort to physically punish individuals with the threat of torture 

and physical pain, and an increased move toward the punishment that 

would affect mind and soul, and force individuals to self- punish and self- 

monitor. Within this shift, he argues, Western culture itself has become 

increasingly prison- like, with constant institutional surveillance as a 

means of creating a “carceral texture.” This texture helps to make bodies 

more easily observable but also functions to force citizens to internalize 

the surveillance that has become integrated into everyday technologies. 

He explains, “The carceral texture of society assures both the real cap-

ture of the body and its perpetual observation. It is, by its very nature, 

the apparatus of punishment that conforms most completely to the new 

economy of power and the instrument for the formation of knowledge 

that this very economy needs.”8 In this way, we can see how institutional 

structures use actors (both human and nonhuman) to create a sense of 

order that reinforces dominant ideologies and creates self- discipline. So, 

for example, the ubiquity of cameras in digitized societies has created a 

kind of self- discipline— many people automatically assume that they are 

being watched and monitored, and behave accordingly.

And so it is worth considering how these carceral- influenced technolo-

gies use disciplinary processes to mold ideologically coerced bodies, nat-

uralizing specific behaviors— what Foucault refers to as “subjected and 

practiced bodies,” disempowered but increased in their levels of “apti-

tude.”9 Docile bodies, according to Foucault, are formed within insti-

tutional structures as a means of turning individuals into ideologically 

driven subjects. Within his examples, he uses the institutions of schools 

and militaries, and how each creates the disciplined subject, although his 
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theoretical work can be similarly applied to other institutions. By limiting 

the time, space, and movement, Foucault argues, the subject becomes 

more easily disciplined and manipulated.

This limitation of time, space, and movement is practiced and ideo-

logically driven, according to Foucault. He describes a breakdown of body 

parts in relation to how their manipulation and precision creates monot-

ony. Said monotony ultimately suggests that the corresponding body can 

most easily comply with the ideology behind those movements:

Discipline defines each of the relations that the body must have with the 

object it manipulates . . . it consists of a breakdown of the total gesture into 

two parallel series: that of the parts of the body to be used (right hand, left 

hand, different fingers on the hand, knee, eye, elbow, etc.) and that of the 

parts of the object manipulated (barrel, notch, hammer, screw, etc.); then 

the two sets of parts are correlated together according to a number of simple 

gestures (rest, bend); lastly, it fixes the canonical succession in which each 

of these correlations occupies a particular place.10

These precise movements correspond with an “enclosure,” which is a 

space “heterogeneous to all others and closed upon itself,” and in this 

way becomes a “protected place of disciplinary monotony.”11 In a simi-

lar capacity, time becomes structured, limited, and part of a disciplinary 

process, wherein time functions within a mode of “ever- growing use” and 

“exhaustion” and becomes the mode of how bodies get situated within the 

disciplinary process. Institutions and their relational technologies help 

to form our ideologies by creating docile bodies that have been prepared 

and primed through all these modes of physical monotony. Just as with 

the carceral texture of society, bodies become their own prison systems.

Elsewhere, I have applied this particular notion of video game tech-

nologies as having disciplinary potential. Using the game Grand Theft 

Auto III as an example, I argued that the precise movements, repetitive 

motions, and constricted spaces in video games are ripe for Foucauldian 

analysis.12 Games, like other technologies, may be constructed as tools (of 

work or play), but they are also mechanisms for helping to create docile 

bodies in gaming spaces. With Grand Theft Auto III— as I argued in 2005— 

the disciplinary nature of the game teaches the subject that “crime doesn’t 

pay” by placing them in a relatively unwinnable mode of criminality. Simi-

larly, other games can use disciplinary processes to manage play styles 

and larger belief systems. In this way, video game mechanics and narra-

tives become essential to understanding the larger perception of players.
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In considering the designed identity of Player Two, this notion still 

holds up. Gaming trains us as subjects, regardless of platform or game, 

and regardless of the specific intentions of game designers. For example, 

while someone playing a game on a console system might technically 

be able to play while standing on his or her head, turned away from the 

screen, most people are not going to play well with their body in that 

position. The console gaming system suggests certain specific styles of 

play: face front, sitting relatively close to the screen, generally positioned 

beneath the screen. The traditional dual- shock style of controllers for 

consoles require a specific position that trains bodies (and hands) over 

time, through repetitive motions and precise movements. This precision 

ultimately has created a reasonably high bar for gaming wherein novice 

gamers often are unable to properly play on console systems. The intui-

tive movements necessitated by the Nintendo Wii Remote (and later the 

Microsoft Kinect) was, in many ways, created in response to this tradi-

tional style of console gaming. But even the Wii demands certain kinds of 

bodies situated properly in certain kinds of spaces. Those playing games 

on computers are even more bound by bodily situatedness: a player of a 

computer game (generally speaking) must sit bound to a keyboard and 

other peripherals, usually in an office chair, straight- backed and attentive. 

Laptops create more freedom of space, but gaming on laptops is more 

difficult, in terms of typically smaller screens and less memory capacity.

As we move increasingly toward mobile devices in gaming, there is an 

inference of improved bodily freedom— after all, now we can play any-

where, anytime that we want without the typical constrictions of time 

and space implied by console systems and computers. Yet, I would argue 

that mobile devices such as smartphones, tablets, and the Nintendo DS 

do not so much remove the bodily boundaries as internalize them. While, 

perhaps, we can play on our smartphones in any location (a subway, a res-

taurant, in the comfort of our homes, or any number of places we encoun-

ter during our daily routines), we still must position our bodies in specific 

and rigid ways in order to play. Our bodies become locked into screens— 

smaller, compact, and unmoving beyond the basic twitching of thumbs 

and fingers. Rather than expanding space, the mobile device has made our 

space even smaller. When I play Kim Kardashian: Hollywood, my body is 

fixed in very specific ways to respond best to the small screen and maxi-

mize my playtime. While not identical to the “material” and “embodied 

practices” T. L. Taylor references with eSports, mobile gaming manages 

the body in similar ways. Taylor explains, “Though it is easy to fall into 
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speaking of computer game spaces as simply virtual and of leaving the 

body behind, in reality we are continually working through, and with, 

materiality when we engage in digital play.”13

To this point, Foucault’s discussion of temporal/bodily monotony in his 

construction of docile bodies in Discipline and Punish suggests a return 

to the discussions of time management games in chapter 2. Designed 

identity plays with time. This use of time management games creates an 

exhaustive sense of how one should use gaming to manage time in a dis-

ciplinary sense, yet it also creates a kind of elasticity to time. Bodies and 

the temporal structure become necessarily intertwined here— we cannot 

disconnect the management of how one controls bodily movements in 

video game play with how we structure our understanding of appropri-

ate temporal movements both inside and outside the game world. Time 

management is, of course, inherently part of bodily management: time 

management tells us what we can do when, how, and where. And if time 

management products are, as I discussed in chapter 2, more heavily mar-

keted to women audiences, then this, too, feeds into a larger discussion of 

bodily control within the designed identity of Player Two. Time and bod-

ies, in this way, become interchangeable as subjects of control.

Therefore, bodies can easily be seen as fluidly connecting with their 

disciplinary technologies. Once again drawing on Latour, as was done 

in the introduction, while it might initially seem easy to divide humans 

from technologies and institutional practices, our interconnections grow 

increasingly harder to disentangle— particularly in terms of the relation-

ship between organic and machine. As Anne Balsamo points out, the Fou-

cauldian tension between the human and the material that defines the 

human is tenuous. She explains that “at the point at which the body is 

reconceptualized not as a fixed part of nature, but as a boundary con-

cept, we witness an ideological tug- of- war between competing systems 

of meaning, which include and in part define the material struggles of 

physical bodies.”14 Therefore, while it is tempting to see our technologies 

controlling us, it is also essential to remember that we are indistinguish-

able from our technologies. The institutions that created technologies are 

ideologically driven, and it would follow that those technologies are both 

part of and form our subjects.

All of this to say, video games create their subjects; they create gaming 

bodies that presumably play games well. Deviant gaming bodies are those 

that do not easily comply with the expected modes of how the technology 
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wants us to play. We become disciplinary subjects of gaming worlds, and 

this subjection transforms our bodies over time. In this way, gaming is 

always a body problem— and when the gaming subject is presumed to be 

a specific gender, ethnicity, sexuality, or abled in specific ways, the gam-

ing technology assists in transforming that subject as best it possibly can. 

As we continue to interrogate the “body problem” as it relates to video 

games, it becomes clear that gaming bodies (a) are ideologically driven, 

(b) necessitate specific bodily actions, and (c) want specific bodily features 

in order to be a preferred gaming body.

However, gaming involves two levels of body: extra- gaming bodies (real 

people) and in- game bodies (avatars). In many ways, we can see these 

things as separate— many studies have illustrated that people often chose 

or design avatars that do not resemble them, and there are many reasons 

for this distinction. This chapter will interrogate how the othered body, 

both on- screen and off- screen, necessitates ideological subjects and doc-

ile bodies, particularly in terms of the construction of a woman gamer. 

Yet the chapter also hints at the possibilities that gendered gaming bod-

ies might be in the position to push back against their own subjection.

THE BODY PROBLEM

We have a body problem. While the centralizing topic in this chapter is 

the larger theme of bodies in video games, particularly as they pertain to 

a perceived growing woman audience, it is important to recognize that 

women’s bodies are almost always a problem. The goal of this portion of 

the chapter is to review important literature that suggests that women’s 

bodies are always in flux and always under a critical lens. The popular 

media, also, often plays into the production of the appropriateness of 

women’s bodies: from popular magazines to diet programs, women are 

produced in a way that they are necessarily dissatisfied with their bodies. 

In this, the designed identity of Player Two helps to reinforce other modes 

of popular media wherein women’s bodies are only rarely varied, yet often 

othered and sexualized. All this is to say that there is a general cultural 

assumption that women are perpetually dissatisfied with their bodies— in 

ways that are rarely assumed for men— and representations of these bod-

ies are often problematic. Yet we live in our bodies. Our bodies help to 

facilitate play and cannot be ignored. In this way, the “body problem” 

is multifaceted and complicated. Essentializing the body to biological 
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function and sex organs is a problem. But so is ignoring the body, those 

functions, and those organs. In many ways, this paradox is central to all 

feminist debate on the “body.”

Therefore, while many feminist researchers and pundits discuss the 

body as though it were a problem, the explanation of how it is a problem 

varies. Susan Bordo’s important work Unbearable Weight: Feminism, West-

ern Culture, and the Body critiqued the portrayal of body image in popular 

media, but used more theoretical complexity to tackle the topic. In par-

ticular, Bordo characterizes representation of slender women’s bodies in 

terms of Foucault’s “docile bodies” as a mode of disciplinary practice: “The 

exploration of contemporary slenderness as a metaphor for the correct 

management of desire must take into account the fact that throughout 

dominant Western religious and philosophical traditions, the capacity 

for self- management is decisively coded as male. By contrast, all those 

bodily spontaneities— hunger, sexuality, the emotions— seen as needful 

of containment and control have been culturally constructed and coded 

as female.”15 If the containment and disciplinary practices associated with 

femininity are producing ideologically formed bodies, then gaming bod-

ies create multiple layers of disciplinary practice. In this, Bordo reminds 

the reader that Foucault’s goal was not implicating groups or individuals 

as singularly oppressive; instead, he argued that institutional structures 

create bodies that reinforce those institutions.

At the same time, nonacademic books have addressed the body prob-

lem, beginning in the 1980s and flourishing through the 1990s. Specifi-

cally, many dissected the lived realities of low self- esteem among girls.16 

Popular books such as Reviving Ophelia: Saving the Selves of Adoles-

cent Girls illustrated the plummeting self- esteem of young women and 

girls.17 In turn, other feminist authors attributed the self- esteem prob-

lem to embodied images of women in media. Famously, Naomi Wolf tore 

apart the cosmetics industry in The Beauty Myth: How Images of Beauty 

Are Used against Women. Similarly, Jean Kilbourne attacked the advertis-

ing industry and the physical representations of women and girls with 

her documentary series beginning with Killing Us Softly18 and the sub-

sequent book Can’t Buy My Love: How Advertising Changes the Way We 

Think and Feel. Kilbourne’s argument can be summarized with the rel-

atively fair assertion that “the glossy images of flawlessly beautiful and 

extremely thin women that surround us would not have the impact they 

do if we did not live in a culture that encourages us to believe we can and 

should remake our bodies into perfect commodities. These images play 
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into the American belief of transformation and ever- new possibilities, no 

longer via hard work but via the purchase of the right products.”19 Popu-

lar feminist texts focused on the problem with girls, women, and bodies 

through an attack on popular culture and the images of over- sexualized, 

thin, and hyper- feminine bodies that pervaded magazines, films, televi-

sion programming, and other forms of media.

Yet women’s bodies are not only sexualized— their life- giving poten-

tial (by way of menstruation, ovulation, and pregnancy) is also part of 

the body problem. Many theorists have remarked on the body problem 

for women in terms of its reproductive capacity. This places women in 

what Kathleen Hall Jamieson refers to as the “double bind” wherein they 

“can exercise their wombs or their brains, not both.”20 This, in turn, leaves 

women in an impossible position relative to their bodies: either they are 

nothing more than a womb, or they are “defective” because they do not 

engage in childbirth. According to Shari Thurer, the processes that define 

women as mothers bind feminine bodies so that they cannot exceed such 

barriers: “For thousands of years, because of her awesome ability to spew 

forth a child, mother has been feared and revered. She has been the sub-

ject of taboos and witch hunts, mandatory pregnancy and confinement in 

a separate sphere. She has endured appalling insults and perpetual mar-

ginalization. She has also been the subject of glorious painting, chivalry, 

and idealization. Through it all, she has rarely been consulted. She is an 

object, not a subject.”21 Certainly, women are bound by the reproduc-

tive assumptions presumed over their bodies. Yet this theorization of the 

mother- object (as opposed to mother- subject) suggested by Thurer dis-

counts the docile body potential to which a mother- subject can be bound. 

Part of the “body problem” is that women are disciplined subjects, regard-

less of whether that subjection is due to the self- denial that creates Bor-

do’s sexualized docile bodies, or the reproductive binding that presumes 

women must bear children in order for their bodies to be acknowledged 

as practical on a societal level.

But, then, the other part of the body problem is the question of who 

counts as a woman. Transgender rights have become a growing issue, with 

an increasing number of trans persons adding to the debate within femi-

nist literature and academic discourse. To this point, many feminist schol-

ars have begun to acknowledge that a woman might not necessarily need 

to be born a woman in order to identify as one. This, admittedly, creates 

some additional complexity when considering the body problem, which 

has caused territorial rifts among many feminists. Notably, Janice G. 
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Raymond has suggested that male- to- female transgender women appro-

priate women’s bodies while still embodying patriarchal dominance.22 

In response, many transgender women and men have used their lived 

experiences to dispute these claims, demonstrating reasons why femi-

nisms should be inclusive of transgender people, and also showing that 

sex organs do not necessarily “make” a woman.23 It is important, then, 

to not be exclusive in a breakdown of the body problem. While women’s 

bodies may be central to the body problem, those bodies do not neces-

sarily need to be born as women.

Given all the above, it becomes apparent that part of the problem with 

the body problem is the essentialization of the body— a discourse that 

suggests that women are necessarily bound by their bodily constraints. 

The body problem is always just shy of biological determinism, and there-

fore privileges some bodies over other bodies. According to Lynda Birke 

in Feminism and the Biological Body this often results in a misplaced 

critique of biology, wherein feminism(s) often speak of a kind of tran-

scendence of the body. To this point, she argues that women seem to be 

bound by the prescriptive nature of their bodies (unable to disentangle 

from reproductive organs) while simultaneously pushing to exceed those 

very boundaries. The results often become paradoxical, resulting in yet 

more bodily problems. In response to claims of essentialism, Birke asserts 

that women’s bodies are in flux: it becomes easy to forget that the chang-

ing nature of women’s bodies, the lack of stability, and the lack of stasis 

are core to an expected identity of women. She continues that percep-

tions of the body as fixed and unchanging naturalize masculine bodies: 

“The unchanging body is a masculine one; that is, the masculine body is 

assumed to be relatively consistent (itself a dubious assumption), against 

which female bodies, with their ebbs and flows of bleeding, become prob-

lematic.”24 So, according to Birke, there are still ways to focus on the body 

in feminist discourse without resorting to determinism. By focusing on 

the body as a changing— rather than stable— entity, we are more prepared 

to consider the discourse of the body in terms of its feminist possibili-

ties. This perspective neatly allows for an acknowledgment of trans bod-

ies without discounting the question of biology. All bodies are constantly 

transitional, thus making space to broaden the conversation of whose 

body counts.

And so, in tying all of this back to gaming, much of the body prob-

lem is something that has resonated throughout this book without being 

specifically diagnosed as a “body problem.” For example, in discussing 
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makeover and fashion gaming in the previous chapter on consumption, it 

is extremely difficult to disentangle this from questions of self- esteem and 

body image. In discussing food games as consumptive practice, along with 

the self- denial of not eating, it is challenging to consider these things with-

out acknowledging the cultural obsession with the thin female body. Time 

and time management games are similarly implicated in the double bind, 

because (after all) time management is a construct that helps women 

negotiate their dual roles as womb/brain (characterized by Jamieson). 

The hysteria implied by time management games is inextricably linked to 

the body, because surely women’s hysteria is already linked to their ines-

capable womb. And emotions are nothing but a bodily response to the 

implied pressures of the physical world. It would seem, in many ways, that 

bodies have been dancing their way through all of this book’s arguments.

WOMEN AND EMBODIED GAMING

Gaming necessitates bodies. But those bodies are often bound and struc-

tured according to desires— not the desires of the player but those of the 

game. Generally speaking, this seemed to be a consistent theme in video 

game design for many years: game controllers bind bodies to screens. This 

relationship between bodies and screens goes well beyond discussions of 

gaming. As Lev Manovich points out regarding our move toward mobile 

technologies, particularly in light of virtual reality endeavors, “VR contin-

ues the screen’s tradition of viewer immobility by fastening the body to a 

machine, while at the same time it creates an unprecedented new condi-

tion by requiring the viewer to move.”25 The same can be said for gaming 

technologies: in recent years a growing number of video games and plat-

forms have allowed for an increased amount of movement in games, but 

that movement often continues to trap the player, immobilizing him or 

her into specific physical positions and a limited amount of space.

Yet the movement toward mobile gaming has also afforded the ability 

for different kinds of bodies to be comfortable with gaming. Beginning 

with the Sony PlayStation EyeToy, through the Wii and Kinect technolo-

gies, certain genres and video game platforms have begun to move away 

from traditional game controllers— controllers that in many ways required 

years of training to use to a point of perfection— and toward more intui-

tive, naturalized game controls. This is not to say that traditional, hand-

held game controllers have entirely disappeared; however, beginning in 

the early- to- mid 2000s naturalized game controllers began appearing on 
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the market and offered a point of competition. Such combinations of body 

screen captures, differently shaped controllers, and other peripherals 

helped to expand the video game market. While the expansion included 

broader audiences more generally, it very clearly was meant to bring in 

families and, in particular, women. For example, Alison Harvey has illus-

trated ways that the Wii has regulated family play.26 This was certainly 

apparent from the advertisements highlighted at the beginning of chapter 

3, for the “My Wii Story” campaign; Nintendo Wii clearly used the promise 

of emotional engagement to try and bring in more women.

The first home gaming peripheral to use these more naturalized bodily 

movements in video games was the Sony PlayStation EyeToy, released in 

2003. The EyeToy combined web cam technology with gesture recogni-

tion, allowing players to make motions that were understood and reinter-

preted on the screen. This led to a variety of naturalized games integrating 

sports, exercise, music, and other physical activities into one’s living room. 

In many ways the EyeToy was a domesticized version of an increasing 

number of arcade games such as Dance Dance Revolution, which involved 

complex dance routines on small mats. A few early exergames were devel-

oped for the EyeToy, helping to illustrate that there was a market for a dif-

ferent, more physical type of gaming.

In 2006, only a few years following the development of the EyeToy, an 

entire gaming platform emerged to cater to nontraditional gaming styles. 

The body was central to Nintendo’s Wii gaming system, which involved 

the use of sensors and a more intuitive controller that could sense move-

ment and did not rely solely on quick button pushes. As already noted, 

the Wii unquestionably catered to a more diverse audience, with the spe-

cific goal of gender inclusivity. According to Steven E. Jones and George K. 

Thiruvathukal’s platform analysis of the Wii, “Nintendo’s niche marketing 

strategy based on certain assumptions about gender and the domestic 

space in which games are played led to certain design decisions. Those 

decisions about platform technology have in turn both constrained and 

enabled specific features of the creative and expressive works— the games 

created for the platform. And then the games have had an effect on the 

larger culture.”27 In other words, the emergence of the Wii was almost 

entirely due to a desire to attract more female gamers, and the games and 

technology were specifically designed with this in mind.

Wii sales were some of the highest on record for console systems. Sub-

sequently, the creation of the Wii helped to generate the space for Xbox’s 

Kinect— a similarly intuitive system that responds to bodily movements. 
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The idea of active players was central to the pitch of both the Wii and the 

Kinect, although the Wii was particularly invested in the notion of using 

the gaming system to promote family togetherness. The player represen-

tations with the Wii were key to the construction of bodies both inside and 

outside the game world. Each player in the Wii system was represented as 

a “Mii”— a virtual reconstruction of a player in a cartoonish body. These 

mini- bodies inhabited many games, mimicking the physical movements 

performed by the extra- game bodies of the players. The naturalization of 

those movements has helped to address many of the existing problems 

in the video game industry regarding the complexity of previous console 

game controllers. In effect, the Wii was an effective means of appealing 

to novice players, including women. But just as the Wii was a means of 

expanding audiences, the Mii limited that very audience: it promised to 

represent the player yet minimized body types down to the expected body 

of the gamer, albeit in cartoonish ways. Therefore the Wii is simultane-

ously freeing and limiting. Kinect character creation has similar limita-

tions, although with a far less “cute” output.

The cooperation between the Mii and the player was most clearly seen 

in the Wii Fit games, wherein the player’s cute little Mii character per-

formed the exercises done by the player. Jones and Thiruvathukal explain: 

“That image— the rotating wireframe Mii body being scanned by the sys-

tem— is a visual metaphor for what’s essential about Wii Fit Plus and its 

Balance Board controller as well as what’s ultimately essential about the 

Wii, at least from the point of view of the designers and software devel-

opers at Nintendo. It’s a figure for the idea at the heart of the Wii as a 

platform— the idea of focusing attention on the player’s active body out 

in physical space, rather than on the virtual presence of an avatar in an 

imaginary game space.”28 The Mii frames the body both within the game 

space and in the real world, creating a hybrid of the two spaces. The game 

world of Wii Fit portends a certain level of dissatisfaction with the body— 

immediately upon running the game for the first time, a determination 

is made about the player/Mii body, and the “age” at which that player 

performs. Of course, players of all kinds of body types might play Wii Fit, 

but the game gears itself toward framing what a correct body behaves 

like, parsing that representation back to the Mii. The Wii frames specific 

bodily behaviors as preferential. While it engages with both gender and 

age, normalizing both female players and older players, it does not nec-

essarily consider othered bodies: those with disabilities, those who are 

overweight, and those who have nonbinary bodies are necessarily dictated 



	 164	 .	 PLAYING	WITH	BODIES

as not possible within the framework of the software. The edges of the 

designed identity of Player Two become increasingly visible with the Wii.

Of course, this kind of prioritizing of correct bodies is necessary within 

exergaming. In order to sell an exergame, a game developer needs to 

encourage a sense of player unease with his or her own body. All things 

being equal, both male and female players can be drawn into this dissat-

isfaction. Yet the body problem, as previously discussed, wherein women 

and girls are more likely to be critical of their bodies, means that the exer-

game seems to be vying for a feminine audience that would necessarily 

be unhappy with their body. It is impossible to ignore that exergames are 

built for specific types of bodies, bodies that occupy disciplinary notions 

of “healthy” in order to fit into the parameters of the game but are very 

possibly not in compliance with that vision of “health.” Much like the 

Kickstarter video for the Skea, Wii Fit is concerned with the regulation of 

the properly performing and docile body.

BODIES THAT (DON’T) MATTER: FLATTENING THE DIGITAL BODY

The Wii is an example of how real bodies can interact with game control-

lers in a way that promises to entice new audiences while also limiting 

those very audiences. But on- screen bodies are just as relevant as the off- 

screen bodies. The construction of a digital body helps to send a message 

about whom a game is intended for and what that player should look and 

behave like. Digital bodies as gaming bodies give a limitless capacity to 

expand the body. After all, the abilities of a gaming body are only limited 

by imaginations and pixels, and such bodies do not necessarily need to 

conform to bodily cultural expectations. Yet they often do.

Many scholars have studied representations of feminine- gendered 

bodies in games made for masculine audiences— characters such as Lara 

Croft are often cited for their unrealistic and hyper- sexualized curves.29 

Often, Croft and similar characters are also portrayed as physically pow-

erful in game worlds, although not necessarily. More recently, there was 

outrage that Assassin’s Creed: Unity featured no playable female charac-

ters at all. Ubisoft, the game’s creator, insisted that this decision was made 

because it would have “doubled the work” in game creation.30 Just as in 

the real world, women’s bodies clearly present a problem in digital spaces.

Yet these body problems remark on a different designed identity 

than the one discussed throughout this book. The body problem of 
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hyper- sexualized characters and missing playable avatars in console gam-

ing resonates with those who play video games that have been designed 

for intended masculine audiences. Certainly many women play these 

games, and certainly the representations (and lack of representations) 

are a problem. But that problem, perhaps, is for a different book.

Instead, this book deals with the designed identity of female play-

ers, and the role of bodies in games that are designed with the intention 

of those players. In short, the avatars designed in the games discussed 

throughout this book can be characterized in a single word: flat. “Flat” 

here is not meant to comment on their breast size (in contrast to the over-

zealous breast size of many of the playable and non- playable characters 

in console and hardcore gaming). Certainly, many of these characters are 

able to enjoy a more reasonable and comfortable chest size than Lara 

Croft or the catsuited Bayonetta. Flat, instead, refers to the character’s 

lack of visual depth.

In several of the games discussed throughout this book, the characters— 

both male and female— have a clear flattening effect. Their characteriza-

tions are often cartoonish, sweet, childlike, and with no sexuality to speak 

of. For example:

• Flo of Diner Dash is white, ponytailed, petite, with a relatively featureless 

face (in the original version of Diner Dash she did not have a nose at all). 

Other characters in subsequent Dash games have a similar appearance, 

whether male or female. Flo is most often represented in an apron, al-

though in some versions of the game the player is able to purchase gener-

ally bland clothing for her. While some characters have darker skin tones, 

their features are (generally speaking) white.

• The title character of Cooking Mama is short and cherubic, and appears 

to be simultaneously young and old. She appears to be almost a white 

mammy, with a kerchief over her head.

• In Castle Story the player is able to select between a male and female 

avatar, though she is not able to personalize that avatar. The avatars are 

virtually identical (the female has longer hair and a narrower facial struc-

ture). Both are white.

• Many of the other cooking-  and kitchen- themed games, such as Restau-

rant Story 2 or Kitchen Scramble, use avatars and non- player characters 

that look strikingly like Flo, always white and brunette and always with a 

featureless, sexless body.
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• Candy Crush Saga, while without playable avatars, is guided by a strange, 

cartoonlike white girl who embodies the lush aesthetics of the rest of the 

game.

The sexlessness of the avatars, particularly in time management and 

invest/express games, makes sense in many ways. Time management is 

about occupying excess time. In this way, it would seem, bodies are almost 

besides the point, and having the least possible offensive bodies helps 

to create a comfortable space for an expected audience of women gam-

ers. Yet this also (uncomfortably) suggests the ideology of slenderness, 

per Bordo, referenced above. If buxom women are at the heart of games 

designed for masculine audiences, then slenderness is at the heart of 

games designed for feminine audiences. The most common visual image 

in time management games is a slender, ponytailed, white woman.

Fashion game avatars are almost entirely white, desexualized, and fea-

tureless as well. The characters in fashion games look so physically sim-

ilar that to address this point, Figure 25 shows a screenshot of several 

similar- but- different fashion game icons from my iPhone. The characters 

are almost identical, mostly white, with nondescript, small features and 

usually blonde hair (although occasionally brunette). An exception to this 

can be found in Kim Kardashian: Hollywood, which will be discussed in 

more detail below. Fashion games, unsurprisingly, seem to be promoting 

conformity of bodies.

Many games designed for feminine audiences bypass the question of 

sex, ethnicity, and other physical attributes entirely by avoiding human 

characters and using cute animals as a guide. Polar Pop, Diamond Quest!, 

Panda Pop, Hungry Babies Mania, and several other casual puzzle games 

use cute, nonoffensive animals as either playable characters or guides for 

the player. Reinforcing the interviews I performed in chapter 1, the use 

of cute animals seems to be a specific maneuver to attract women. These 

animal bodies are certainly the least possible offensive representations, 

but the desire to not offend audiences seems notable here. After all, when 

creating a television series intended for a female audience, we would not 

expect a producer to replace a sexy female lead with a cute panda bear. 

In many ways, the flattening of bodies in women’s gaming seems to be 

entirely in response to the sexualization of those very bodies in games 

intended for masculine audiences.

The flattening of digital bodies in these games also suggests other qual-

ities of the designed identity of Player Two. For one, as implied by the 
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games listed above, it suggests that she is necessarily white. Her access 

to plain, nondescript clothing suggests that she is likely middle class. She 

is also necessarily able- bodied and physically slim, again resonating with 

Bordo’s ideology of slender women. While Mama from Cooking Mama is 

a possible exception here, in reality, while her face is round and cherubic, 

her actual body is relatively tiny. She is cis- gendered and probably het-

erosexual (recent games have introduced us to Papa, who appears to be 

her spouse). If none of the other patterns previously remarked on in this 

book gives any indications about the relationship between the expected 

identities of players and the designed identity within these games, the 

lack of diversity is surely a tell. From an intersectional perspective this is 

Figure 25. This image shows several icons from my iPhone of various fashion games. 
Note the similarities between each of the bodies and styles of the women depicted.
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troubling. While video games are increasingly being made to appeal to a 

more diverse audience of women, there seems to be a tacit assumption 

about what women should look and behave like.

THE DEFAULT SETTING AND DESIRABLE BODIES OF GAMING

One alternative to stock character design is to feature designable playable 

characters in a game. In many ways, this move (while time- consuming 

for the player) creates more potential for specific kinds of diversity, such 

as hair color, hairstyle, skin color, and clothing choices. These choices, 

though, tend to be somewhat shallow. The argument against giving a 

player stock playable characters to chose from (or stock guide characters 

to take instruction from) is that those characters define what is “othered” 

in the game world. But when options are highly structured, they rhetori-

cally suggest that the player must become like the character they are cre-

ating, rather than the inverse.

While online game worlds such as Second Life and World of Warcraft 

have long allowed players to define themselves via personalized avatars, 

taking another look at character generation in Kim Kardashian: Holly-

wood provides a neater lens to parse how issues of gender, sexuality, eth-

nicity, and other bodily conceits can both extend and limit the player’s 

in- game persona, reaching potentially to their outer game identities. 

The focus on KK:H in this section relates back to the designed identity 

of Player Two: while World of Warcraft and Second Life are intended to 

be consumed by diverse audiences (scoring a 5 and a 6 on the table from 

chapter 1, respectively), KK:H is clearly intended for women audiences 

(it scores a 9), as elaborated on in my discussion of “consumption” from 

the previous chapter.

Bodies in KK:H are fluid and mutable— but only to an extent. When the 

player begins, he or she is given their choice of being male or female, one 

of the few unchangeable aspects of the player’s character. The player is 

able to chose skin tone, hair color, and hairstyle from a limited pallet that 

includes both Caucasian and darker skin tones, although is not exception-

ally broad. The player is only able to select from five different skin tones 

in KK:H, although in a subsequent Glu title, Katy Perry: Pop, the player 

is given six options (Figure 26). Hair color and style in KK:H is similarly 

diverse but still limited, allowing for some African American hairstyles 

but leaning toward more Caucasian looks (once again, Katy Perry: Pop 
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has significantly more options both in hair color and style, likely due to 

the fact that it is a newer game).

Players are also able to choose facial shape as well as the size of features 

such as the nose, lips, and eyes. These options, however, seem to be fairly 

unimportant. On small mobile devices the distinction between different 

kinds of noses is almost impossible to see, practically indistinguishable. 

Figure 26. A side- by- side comparison of Kim Kardashian: Hollywood (developed by 
Blammo Games and published by Glu Mobile, 2014) and Katy Perry: Pop (developed 
and published by Glu Mobile, 2015). Each screen shows the respective avatar- selection 
process for the games. A wider number of skin and hair colors were available in KP:P 
than in KK:H.
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Furthermore, the facial features, for the most part, appear to be relatively 

Caucasian and embody an overwhelming sense of whiteness.

The player is permitted to change any of these features— skin color, 

hair type and color, facial features, and facial shape— at any point in the 

game, similar to how they might change their clothing. To bring this point 

further home, when the player receives bonuses and prizes in daily spe-

cials, new facial features (a new nose or eyes) is a potential prize. There 

are no repercussions to changing skin tone, hair, or any other mutable 

physical attribute in the game world. The avatar can change from one day 

to the next looking entirely different with absolutely no ramifications to 

game play.31 The decision to constantly change these features within the 

real world becomes completely naturalized, an expected feature of celeb-

rity. While it costs in- game money to change one’s name, it costs nothing 

to change from a white woman to a black woman and then back again 

throughout the day (so long as your conception of “black” or “white” falls 

within a specific pallet).

There is a certain kind of liberating appeal to the mutability of charac-

ters in KK:H. It seems to be post- race and post- sexuality in this way. The 

game does not respond to a player’s whimsical (or serious, for that mat-

ter) views about her own bodily associations. The designed identity of the 

player in KK:H does not seem to be bound by plebian notions of physical 

identity. Want a new nose? Get one. Want darker or lighter skin? It can be 

changed with a click.

Yet in KK:H bodies are still a problem. The only thing that cannot be 

altered in any way is the avatar’s body shape.32 While some more complex 

game worlds (e.g., Second Life) allow the player to transform body types 

and shapes, most of the games discussed throughout this book— games 

designed for an intended female audience— tend to offer singular and 

immutable body frames. In many games (e.g., FarmVille or Castle Story) 

this body has a tendency toward an aesthetic of “cute.” Usually these 

non- player characters and avatars are characterized by bearing some-

what larger heads on tiny bodies. At other times bodies are just generally 

slimmed, giving them no real shape or contour.

In other games there is a more chilling effect of bodies. In both Kim 

Kardashian: Hollywood and Katy Perry: Pop (both Glu Mobile games) the 

player is automatically given a more “Hollywood” body. For male bod-

ies, this parses as slim and muscled (although male bodies in the game 

world wear less revealing clothing). For female bodies, this automatically 

becomes an impossible hourglass shape, with clothing that regularly 
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reveals the contours of the pixelated body. Players are only offered a 

choice between “male” or “female,” with no ability to control their con-

tours. While all other aspects of bodies, such as facial shapes and skin 

tones, can be changed, the player is trapped in her impossible body. Non- 

player characters are permitted bodily variations. The depiction of Kim 

Kardashian, for example, has larger breasts and hips than the player’s 

character does. Similarly, Kylie Jenner is thin and waifish in her in- game 

representation. But the player characters must meet the specific bodily 

expectations of the game world. The game seems to be working under the 

assumption that there is no other body type the player might desire (or 

that might be acceptable in Hollywood). These desirable bodies, both the 

slim body of the Ville games and the hourglass of KK:H, are the default 

setting of gendered gaming.

TOWARD A TRANSFORMATIONAL JENNIFER

In chapter 1 of this book I introduced “Jennifer.” Jennifer is the idealized 

player for Storm8’s Restaurant Story 2. I suggested that Jennifer was, in 

addition to being a thirty- something woman, also white, middle class, het-

erosexual, able- bodied, and cis- gendered. We know this from looking at 

the bland, white, thin, brunette guide that greets us throughout the game’s 

progress. Jennifer is normative and normalized in this game world. Jenni-

fer doesn’t just play Restaurant Story 2, she is who we assume plays many 

of the games throughout the book. It is her imaginary (and problematic) 

body that has guided this book.

If bodies are a problem in games that are designed for Player Two, 

then it is perhaps an affect of the larger body problem within feminist 

discourse. Bodies in a game world are both freeing and limiting. They 

assign an idealized mode of what the gamer should look like, in addition 

to how that gamer is expected to behave. The desired body of gaming is 

still most commonly white, middle- class, able- bodied, and cis- gendered. 

While games such as KK:H offer opportunities for remapping the body in 

terms of skin color, there are still hints of an idealized player body. The 

body problem becomes a problem when it maps back to real bodies, the 

lived bodies of actual players that internalize who is expected to play and 

how that play should occur.

Even hidden object games, such as the Mystery Case Files series, sug-

gest a mess of bodies. These games are free of avatar bodies— they func-

tion within a spectrum of invisibility wherein the avatar’s in- game body 
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is literally unseen. For example, when a player picks up an object in the 

game, the object floats in the air, as if held by a ghost. As discussed in 

chapter 3, this makes her invisibility function on both a literal and meta-

phorical level— she is invisible from the game, but also from larger indus-

try discourse. Certainly this spectral effect is freeing and implies that the 

player should imagine herself into the game space. However, by removing 

bodies entirely, it seems to suggest that the player is weightless, meaning-

less, nonexistent, and ephemeral. Becoming disembodied is both power-

ful and terrifying.

The idealism of transformation might be key to reconciling bodies with 

feminism. According to Lynda Birke we should “think about the biologi-

cal body as changing and changeable, as transformable rather than as a 

‘tedious universal’ machine. Accepting concepts of the biological body 

as relatively unchanging and universally representative continues to fix it 

into determinism; by insisting on thinking about ‘the biological’ in terms 

of transformation and change, rather than fixity and stasis, we might be 

able to develop a conceptualization of the biological that is not rooted in 

determinism.”33 In other words, rather than thinking of bodies as fixed, 

we should be thinking of them as constantly in flux and looking at the 

potential beauty of that change. If this is a path to reconciling feminism 

with biology, then it is equally a potential way to reconcile feminism with 

the messiness of gaming bodies. In this way, KK:H may be the closest to 

the answer. The fluidity with how it deals with bodily identity is surely on 

the right track.

When we think of Jennifer, then, we shouldn’t be thinking of her white, 

heterosexual, middle- class, cis- gendered, and able body. We should think 

of her, and design her, in terms of all the possible things she is able to be. 

Jennifer can be fluid and changeable. She can be queer. She can be black-  

or brown- skinned. She can be intersectional in any number of ways and 

push the identity of the woman gamer even further. She can lead the video 

game industry into kinds of games and play we have still not even con-

ceived of yet. Jennifer can, and should, be transformational.
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CONCLUSION

The Play ful Is Political

“THIS WAS THE VALLEY OF MEN.”

In the sublime mobile game Monument Valley, the player guides Prin-

cess Ida, a tiny, voiceless, faceless princess, through decaying monu-

ments, solving a series of Escher- esque, mazelike puzzles. At the fourth 

level of the game she is stopped by a strange, patriarchal, ghostly figure 

who proclaims to Ida (and the player, in kind), “This was the valley of 

men. Now all that remains are our monuments, stripped of their glories. 

Thieving princess, why have you returned?” (Figure 27). The game, which 

won the Apple iPad Game of the Year for 2014, seems to be almost speak-

ing metaphorically of the larger predicament of the video game industry 

that was, indeed, once a “valley of men.” To this end, one might continue 

to consider that, much like Ida’s alien world, all that is left in the valley 

of men are now monuments: the shell of old games that serve as ghostly 

reminders of the virtual world Player One built. But the most jarring line 

is the question that follows: “Thieving princess, why have you returned?”

The first time I played Monument Valley, this accusation felt directed 

at me personally. In a post- GamerGate world it seems as though much 

of the video game community was, indeed, full of indictments regarding 

the destruction of their well- intentioned monuments. However, while Ida 

may be a thieving princess, she is also our protagonist. When Ida meets 

troll- like crows that badger her and push back against her progress in the 

game, the player is always able to unfold her triumphant path if she plays 

long enough. If I, the player, am a thieving princess, then I have returned 

for what is rightfully mine: a strange and tangled path back to play. Upon 

further reflection, what once sounded like an accusation begins to sound 

more like an invitation. This is particularly the case because Monument 
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Valley, a mobile game with a female protagonist, has met high industry 

praise and enjoyed great financial success. Monument Valley seems to be 

a forward- looking game, but one that rests on the memorials of the past.

The video game industry is changing rapidly— so rapidly that the dis-

course surrounding this change is full of accusations and misgivings. 

GamerGate was one thread of this, wherein there was a perception of 

how new and different kinds of games were somehow going to usurp the 

established industry landscape. And, to some extent, perhaps they have. 

A recent Pew study on American gaming and gamers reported that while 

49 percent of all adults play video games, only 10 percent consider them-

selves “gamers.”1 This statistic was not surprising to those of us who have 

been studying the video game landscape for some time now, and it helps 

to reinforce arguments made by Adrienne Shaw which illustrate that the 

term “gamer” itself is packed with politics, wherein many people who play 

games have chosen to distance themselves from the label.2

But there is another potential reason for the results of this study. As dif-

ferent kinds of video games come on the market, and an increasing num-

ber of people play those games, terminology and identities (in relation to 

that terminology) are bound to shift. A person who plays Candy Crush 

Saga for three hours a day is not likely to label herself as a “gamer”: not 

because she doesn’t play video games but because those video games are 

Figure 27. These three images show a series of statements made in a cut scene of the 
mobile game Monument Valley, developed and published by Ustwo Studios in 2014.
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not the ones commonly associated with that label. The rising popularity 

of casuals helps those audiences dominate a portion of the market. This 

shift means that we will increasingly need to find new labels to capture 

levels of enthusiasm toward the medium.

Or perhaps we don’t. As video games continue to reach broader and 

more diverse audiences, the format itself will become formalized in such 

a way that this kind of polling will become increasingly irrelevant. After 

all, we don’t see Pew polling Americans on the number of people that go 

to see films, and how many of those filmgoers consider themselves “film 

buffs.” It is taken as an obvious point that many Americans go to see films 

at varying levels of frequency, and that the term “film buff” is meant to 

apply only to the very furthest of this extreme. Film viewership, as the 

medium progressed, has normalized its way into our lives and become, 

to a point, invisible. Perhaps as the video game medium becomes increas-

ingly stabilized and invisible in our everyday lives, we will no longer have 

to ask large questions regarding the identity of those who play.

This was once a valley of men. But like all valleys, it is easy to get trapped 

in the monotony of geography. While some have been dismissive of the 

games discussed throughout this book, these very games are what have 

begun to push us beyond the valley and into the vast and lush landscape 

of what the future of digital play might look like.

“NOW ALL THAT REMAINS ARE OUR MONUMENTS,  

STRIPPED OF THEIR GLORIES.”

Yet, for now, it is important to remember that the playful is political.3 

By using this phrase, I am drawing on the charge of second- wave femi-

nism, which asserts that the “personal is political.” In suggesting that the 

playful is political, I am furthering that conceit, as a reminder that when 

feminisms focus entirely on the business of work, the business of health 

activism, and other serious issues, something gets lost. The cultural focus 

on time, as discussed in chapter 2, seems to be a result on this marginal-

ization of play for the sake of work. As women rose up corporate ladders 

due to second- wave activism, time for leisure increasingly fell into pock-

ets. The cultural realization of this occurs now, in video games deliber-

ately designed for female audiences. As I demonstrated throughout this 

book, these games help to promote segmented forms of leisure emulating 

productivity rather than fun, and emotional labor over the ecstasy of less 

complicated pleasures.
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But this, too, is somewhat disingenuous. From an intersectional per-

spective, this representation of feminist discourse is not quite right because 

play and leisure are something permitted to some women: women of the 

“right” social class, ethnicity, family life, and sexuality. As with other lim-

ited modes of feminism, there has been an idealized woman at the center 

of it. In this sense, the playful is political because the playful (perhaps) 

might allow us to reach beyond stagnant representations of femininity. It 

pushes past biology, nurturing, and perhaps even learned consumptive 

practices. The playful is political because the playful is about the bending 

of boundaries in new ways, the remapping of identity, and the rethinking 

of traditional roles. In these ways, play can act as a catalyst for feminisms.

I began this book by insisting that “designed identity” was not about 

real identities. I argued that the designed identity of women players was 

a shadow of an identity and a ghost. I used “Jennifer” as an example of 

this, declaring that she was both real and not real. This was, perhaps, a 

bit misleading. In certain respects, the designed identity of Player Two 

is fictional and constructed. Yet the problem with designed identity is 

that it also maps to real, lived experiences. Time management games are 

designed for women audiences because the real lives of women often 

have complicated relationships with time. Emotional labor is part of video 

games because women and girls are taught to perform affect from a young 

age. Consumptive practices are designed in distinct ways for female audi-

ences, replaying a long and complex history that trains us that women are 

expected to shop. And the body problem, for women, is part of the real 

and everyday burden of performing femininity. As such, designed iden-

tity is both a shadow of an identity but also a very real, lived experience.

In reality, it is impossible to fully disentangle the designed identity of 

women players from the lived experiences of actual women. The games 

I have discussed in detail throughout this book are effective not because 

they are convincing women to play into an entirely new identity, but 

because they remap old identities into new spaces. Kim Kardashian: 

Hollywood is not a good game because it is innovative in subject mat-

ter or form, but because it effectively turns the experiences of feminine 

style into a robust game world. Diner Dash did not inspire an entire genre 

of video games, the time management game, because it was extraordi-

nary in the experiences it broadcast, but because those experiences are 

extremely ordinary. And the hidden object game, with its invisible player, 

resonates with its audience not despite that invisibility, but because of it. 

The games I have discussed throughout this book are remarkable because 
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they effectively replay some of the primary issues in many women’s lives, 

but also the issues that feminism has been struggling with for a very long 

time.

And, so, the playful is political. By continuing this thread of both study-

ing and creating games that identify women audiences as important, my 

goal is to potentially find ways to advance a feminist agenda: one that not 

only includes leisure but hopefully also one that expands our understand-

ing of who gets to be a woman within this process of identity production. 

As the video game industry continues to adjust to new audiences, there 

will need to be more women— of all kinds— writing games for women. 

This will continue to create rifts and disjunctures, as the Player One of 

the past reconfigures what the medium currently looks like, and what it 

might potentially become.

Now all that remains are our monuments, stripped of their glories. The 

old monuments of Player One might be run down, but they are certainly 

not stripped of their glories. They are being built again into new struc-

tures. As the monuments of gaming are torn down and remade, we have 

an opportunity to reboot both the existing industry and what the prod-

ucts of that industry might mean within larger cultural context. Addition-

ally, we have an opportunity to rethink and replay with the identity of the 

game player.

“THIEVING PRINCESS, WHY HAVE YOU RETURNED?”

In chapter 4 of this book, I told a story about how when I first began 

researching women and video games, I badgered my mother about 

what kind of game she would like to play; she finally responded with an 

exhausted, “I don’t know, Shira. How about a nice shopping game?” It 

has been almost ten years since she gave me this exasperated response. 

I have used it in dozens of PowerPoint presentations and referenced the 

moment hundreds of times.4

Now I can see a clear shift. Several months ago, while I was writing this 

book, my mother was visiting me. One evening, in between other things, I 

sat in my living room playing Polar Pop Mania on my iPhone. My mother 

leaned over and asked, “Oh! What are you playing? I always like to play 

new games!” At the time my response was a dismissive shrug. (“I don’t 

know, Mom. I’m a mommy seal, popping bubbles to rescue her babies 

so they don’t cry.”) But after she left, I couldn’t get that moment out of 

my head. Things have changed so dramatically in the last few years that 
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my mother now is someone who now “always [likes] to play new games.” 

I am not entirely sure when this change took place, although I suspect it 

was gradual.

Of course, I would like to think that this is a change in my mother and 

that she is a more playful person than she was a decade ago. But this 

is probably only one small part of the story. There are other, larger, fac-

tors as well. For one, the increased ubiquity of mobile devices and the 

power they wield has played a role in my mother’s acceptance of digital 

games. While carrying a Nintendo DS around with her seemed far- fetched 

(although I did buy her one), her iPhone’s constant presence makes snip-

pets of play more regularly permissible than it once was. Additionally, the 

games available for iOS and Android have made that shift possible as well. 

Word games are particularly tempting to my mother (productive play), 

and it is far easier to find games with people and situations that seem 

more relatable to her than the games that were available a decade ago. 

Earlier in this book I quoted Sheri Graner Ray remarking that the video 

game industry treats women as a “genre” as opposed to a “market.” But the 

diverse number of genres that have developed within this space illustrates 

a rapid shift. Increasingly, women are a market with multiple genres. Addi-

tionally, news media coverage about video games is not as negative as it 

was a decade ago: fewer and fewer articles and broadcasts focus entirely 

on “video game violence”; now in favor are topics that demonstrate the 

beneficial effects of playing video games. Finally, micro- purchasing and 

the free- to- play model have created more comfortable economic entry 

points for a diverse audience to engage with play. All of these factors have 

culminated in such a way that, it would seem, my mother, while not a 

“gamer,” is a suddenly a woman who plays video games. But this should 

not be surprising— after all, mother (like me) is a white, heterosexual, cis- 

gendered, abled, middle- class woman. In other words, she is the exact 

person for whom these games have been designed

However, as discussed in the preface, I have changed, too. A decade 

ago I spent hours playing World of Warcraft and other games that were 

not necessarily designed for an intended female audience. Because I was 

not the primary audience, I felt more entitled to experiment, to dip my 

toe into a variety of games. As I write this, I have been consistently play-

ing a rotation of four games on my iPhone: Kim Kardashian: Hollywood, 

Neko Atsume, Hungry Babies Mania, and Katy Perry: Pop. Last year I tried 

to return to the World of Warcraft, but I learned that I no longer had the 

time nor patience for that kind of video game world.



	 CONCLUSION	 .	 179

So, while my mother is playing more diverse games than she was play-

ing a decade ago, I am playing less diverse games. I have slipped into 

the feminized identity that has been designed specifically for me. Is this 

diversity?

Thieving princess, why have you returned?

I am not sure whether I am a thief. Like others who played video games 

at a time when the identity of the “gamer” was white and male, I once felt 

like an unauthorized intruder within someone else’s culture. Today my 

play is more authorized, but my identity with and around that play feels 

fixed and stagnant. If feminism is going to appropriate that play, if we are 

to steal play for the sake of the political, then part of that thievery needs 

to be more expansive.

Player Two is ready. And so is everyone else.
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Machine.
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 1 Presumably the announcer is saying “phat,” the slang word for something excel-

lent, and not “fat,” referring to the petite woman’s weight.

 2 “Today’s Primary Shopper.”

 3 Horkheimer and Adorno, “Culture Industry,” 43.

 4 O’Donnell, “This Is Not a Software Industry,” 43.

 5 Holbrook and Chestnut, “Play as a Consumption Experience,” 737.

 6 Veblen, “Conspicuous Consumption,” 187.

 7 Spigel, “Designing the Smart House,” 415.

 8 My mother, for one, is tired of hearing me retell this story.

 9 Marx, Critique of Political Economy, 195. Emphasis mine.

 10 Turow and Draper, “Industry Conceptions of Audience in the Digital Space.”

 11 De Grazia, “Introduction”; Zukin and Maguire, “Consumers and Consumption.”

 12 Lury, Consumer Culture.

 13 Firat, “Gender and Consumption,” 210.

 14 Juul, Casual Revolution, 101.

 15 Sandlin and Maudlin, “Consuming Pedagogies.”

 16 Peiss, Hope in a Jar; McGee, Self- Help, Inc.

 17 Ouellette, “Inventing the Cosmo Girl.”

 18 Wissinger, This Year’s Model.

 19 Subrahmanyam and Greenfield, “Computer Games for Girls,” 66.

 20 Milnes, “Move Over Kardashian.”

 21 Takahashi, “CrowdStar Is All- In on Mobile Gaming for Women with Covet  

Fashion.”

 22 Duffy, Remake, Remodel, 111.
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 23 Perhaps we can understand this desire to rebuild a mall as a kind of post- recession 

discourse.

 24 Melby, “3 Game- Changing New Ways to Shop Online.”

 25 Technically, World of Warcraft combined these two models, costing money up-

front and then charging a monthly fee for play.

 26 To avoid confusion, I refer to these games as either free- to- play or F2P (not free-

mium) throughout this book. The term “freemium” has taken on a somewhat de-

rogatory status within the video game industry.

 27 Schneck, “Freemium.”

 28 Perez, “In- App Purchase Revenue Hits Record High.”

 29 Seppala, “Report.”

 30 Johnson, “Long Tail of Whales.”

 31 Nash, “Are Freemium Apps Killing Game Developers?”

 32 Consalvo and Paul, “Welcome to the Discourse of the Real,” 61.

 33 Good, “Who Are the ‘Whales’ Driving Free- to- Play Gaming?”

 34 McCabe, “Hit Kardashian Video Game Lifts Glu Mobile from E- List”; Seufert, “3 

Reasons Why Kim Kardashian: Hollywood Has Exploded.”

 35 Morrissey, “Oh God, I Spent $494.04 Playing the Kim Kardashian Hollywood App.”

 36 Lindsay Lohan’s The Price of Fame has been removed from the various app stores 

and appears to have been discontinued. According to reports about the game, it 

was actually created and designed by the lead guitarist of the band OK Go, perhaps 

accounting for its confounding play styles and game mechanics.

 37 The Jason Statham title is a sniper game and not a celebrity fashion game, but it is 

often listed with the other celebrity games. Given its theme, style, and aesthetics it 

is very clearly not intended for Player Two.

 38 Alejandro, “7 Celebrities Who Are Releasing Their Own Mobile App Games.”

 39 McCabe, “Hit Kardashian Video Game Lifts Glu Mobile from E- List.”

 40 Kuittinen, “Kim Kardashian Shocks the App Market”; Seufert, “3 Reasons Why Kim 

Kardashian: Hollywood Has Exploded.”

 41 Morrissey, “Oh God, I Spent $494.04 Playing the Kim Kardashian: Hollywood App.”

 42 As with all F2P games, time can be replaced with money.

 43 At the time of this writing, I have spent eighty- five dollars on KK:H, though had I 

spent more I would have been able to play the game faster and more effectively. 

Real- world money also helped me purchase my baby, Pickles, and a personal jet 

that allows me to travel intercontinentally at no additional in- game cost.

 44 For example, $105 worth of K- Coins equals $9.99 of real money. While on the sur-

face this would mean that each K- Coin equals about one cent, but because K- 

Coins are also something the player gets for free through tasks, it becomes difficult 

to ascertain the actual monetary value of those coins. If not accounting for other 

means of gathering K- Coins, a wedding dress, then, that costs 120 K- Coins costs 

about $11, not considering the time spent working toward that purchase. When 

transferring K- Coins into energy points, the exchange rate then becomes roughly 

1 energy point per K- Coin, but the rates shift when purchased in bulk or during 

occasional “sales.”
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 45 Excepting, of course, that the only clothing available to the player is clothing se-

lected, in the first place, as potential “celebrity fashion.”

 46 The less expensive wedding dresses are not attractive.

 47 Duffy, “Romance of Work.”

 48 Upon reaching the No. 1 spot on the A-list, the player is giving the option to be-

come a “comeback.” Accepting this gives the player bonuses but reverts her status 

to the E-list, forcing her to work her way back up again.

 49 Bordo, Unbearable Weight, 119.

 50 Parkin, Food Is Love, 40.

5. PLAYING WITH BODIES

 1 Liao, “Kegel Trainer Skea.”

 2 “Funny Old Sega Ads.”

 3 Tuana, “Speculum of Ignorance.”

 4 Birke, Feminism and the Biological Body.

 5 Martin, “Egg and the Sperm.”

 6 Taylor, Raising the Stakes, 47.

 7 Foucault, Discipline and Punish.

 8 Ibid., 304.

 9 Ibid., 138.

 10 Ibid., 152– 53.

 11 Ibid., 141.

 12 Chess, “Playing the Bad Guy.”

 13 Taylor, Raising the Stakes, 47.

 14 Balsamo, Technologies of the Gendered Body, 5.

 15 Bordo, Unbearable Weight, 205– 6.

 16 While most of these books talked about “girls’” and “ women’s” self- esteem, they 

were, of course, referring generally to the lives of white, middle- class, cis- gendered, 

heterosexual girls living in the United States or other Western nations.

 17 Pipher and Ross, Reviving Ophelia.

 18 Lazarus et al., Killing Us Softly.

 19 Kilbourne, Can’t Buy My Love, 132.

 20 Jamieson, Beyond the Double Bind, 16.

 21 Thurer, Myths of Motherhood, 229.

 22 Raymond, Transsexual Empire.

 23 Riddell, “Divided Sisterhood”; Sullivan, “Transvestite Answers a Feminist.”

 24 Birke, Feminism and the Biological Body, 43.

 25 Manovich, Language of New Media, 111– 12.

 26 Harvey, Gender, Age, and Digital Games in the Domestic Context.

 27 Jones and Thiruvathukal, Codename Revolution, 32.

 28 Ibid., 91.

 29 Kennedy, “Lara Croft”; Schleiner, “Does Lara Croft Wear Fake Polygons?”
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 30 Baker- Whitelaw, “Gamers Angry over Lack of Women in the New ‘Assassin’s Creed’ 

Game.”

 31 As an experiment, I went through a period where I changed my skin color ev-

ery time I changed my outfit in the game. Non- player characters within the game 

world never noted this.

 32 One clone game of KK:H, Love and Hip Hop (produced by 345 Games) only al-

lows players to select non-white skin tones. This game gives the players two body 

options: a curvy body or a very curvy body. While the selections offered in L&HH 

certainly recognize the need for diversity in the genre, the push toward necessarily 

pairing brown bodies with larger hips is troubling.

 33 Birke, Feminism and the Biological Body, 44.

CONCLUSION

 1 Duggan, “Gaming and Gamers.”

 2 Shaw, “Do You Identify as a Gamer?”; Shaw, Gaming at the Edge.

 3 This phrase, itself, has baggage. I used it originally in a 2010 essay titled “How to 

Play a Feminist,” which I am constantly wishing I could rewrite with the perspec-

tive afforded by time. I later appropriated the phrase into the title of a “fishbowl” 

session at DiGRA 2014, organized with Adrienne Shaw. This fishbowl was later cen-

tralized as part of vast conspiracy theory which Adrienne and I have discussed in 

detail elsewhere. However, I still feel that the phrase is pertinent and worth repeat-

ing, for the reasons described throughout this chapter.

 4 Again, my mother would really like me to stop relaying this anecdote.
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GAMEOGRAPHY

Many of the games listed in this gameography are older games in the 

“casual” category. Unfortunately, many of the developers and publishers 

involved in these games have since gone out of business, making it occa-

sionally difficult to obtain precise information for all of the games. I have, 

however, gone to great lengths to make sure that the information below 

is as current and accurate as possible. The publication dates listed reflect 

the year a game first came to market, not any subsequent updates, es-

chewing different entries for future platforms. For example, Sally’s Salon 

was first developed as a computer game in 2007, and later developed as 

an iOS game. The date listed for the entry is 2007, which is only the ini-

tial release of that game. Obviously, it was not developed as an iOS game 

until later, although the gameography does not reflect that.

America’s Test Kitchen: Let’s Get Cooking. Nintendo DS. Developed by indieszero. Nin-

tendo of America, 2010.

Angry Birds. Android, iOS. Developed by Rovio Mobile. Clickgamer Technologies, 2009. 

Numerous other versions have been developed for a variety of mobile, console, 

web- based, and other platforms.

Animal Crossing. GameCube. Developed by Nintendo EAD. Nintendo, 2001. Subsequent 

versions of this game have appeared on the Nintendo DS and Nintendo Wii.

Assassin’s Creed: Unity. PlayStation 4, Windows, Xbox One. Developed and published 

by Ubisoft, 2014.

Avenue Flo. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by PlayFirst, 2009.

Baby Pals. Nintendo DS. Developed and published by THQ, 2008.

Babysitting Mania. Nintendo DS, OS X, Windows. Developed by Gogii Games. Majesco, 

2008.

Barbie Fashion Designer. OS X, Windows. Developed by Digital Domain. Mattel Media, 

1996.
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Bejeweled. J2ME (mobile), OS X, Palm OS, Web, Windows, Windows Mobile. Developed 

and published by PopCap, 2000. Various versions and sequels have subsequently 

appeared on many platforms.

Black & White. OS X, Windows. Developed by Lionhead Studios. Electronic Arts, 2001.

Bubble Mania. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Storm8 Studios, 2012.

Burger Bustle. iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Sulus, 2010.

Burger Shop. Android, iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by GoBit. Big Fish Games, 2007.

BurgerTime. Coin- op. Developed by Data East. Mattel Electronics, 1982. Numerous ver-

sions have appeared on several different platforms over several decades.

Busy Bea’s Halftime Hustle. OS X, Windows. Developed by Gold Sun Games. Big Fish 

Games, 2011.

Cake Mania. BREW, J2ME, OS X, Nintendo DS, Palm OS, Windows. Developed and pub-

lished by Sandlot Games, 2006.

Cake Shop. OS X. Windows. Published by EleFun Games, 2009.

Call of Duty. OS X, PlayStation, Windows, Xbox. Developed by Infinity Ward. Activision, 

2003. Sequels to this game have appeared for numerous platforms.

Campus Life. iOS. Developed and published by Pocket Gems, 2012.

Candy Crush Saga. Android, iOS, Web, Windows Phone. Developed by Midasplayer AB. 

King.com, 2012.

Candy Crush Soda Saga. Android, iOS, Web, Windows Phone. Developed and published 

by King.com, 2014.

Castle Story. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Storm8 Studios, 2012.

CastleVille. Android, iOS, Web. Developed and published by Zynga, 2011.

Celebrity Girl. iOS. Published by Dreamheart, 2013.

Celebrity Mommy’s Newborn Baby Doctor. iOS. Published by App Whisperer, 2015.

Centipede. Coin- op. Developed and published by Atari, 1981. Multiple versions of this 

game have appeared on several subsequent platforms.

CityVille. Web. Developed and published by Zynga, 2010.

Clash of Clans. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Supercell Oy, 2012.

Cooking Academy. iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Fugazo, 2008.

Cooking Dash. iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by Aliasworlds Entertainment. PlayFirst, 

2008. Subsequent versions have been developed for several platforms. In 2014 Glu 

Mobile acquired PlayFirst and subsequently released new versions of this game.

Cooking Mama. Nintendo DS. Developed by Office Create. Taito, 2006. Sequels have been 

developed for iOS, Nintendo DS, and Wii platforms.

Cosmopolitan Virtual Makeover. Linux, Macintosh, Windows. Published by Mindscape, 

1999.

Costume Chaos. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Reflexive Entertainment, 

2008.

Covet Fashion. iOS. Developed and published by CrowdStar, 2014.

Cow Clicker. Web. Developed and published by Ian Bogost, 2010.

Dairy Dash. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by PlayFirst, 2008. In 2014 Glu 

Mobile acquired PlayFirst and subsequently released new versions of this game.
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Dance Dance Revolution. Coin- op, PlayStation. Developed by KCE Tokyo. Konami, 1999. 

Sequels have been made for both home consoles and coin- ops.

Deco Fever. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by BlooBuzz Studios, 2014.

Delicious Emily’s Home Sweet Home. Android, iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by Blue 

Giraffe. GameHouse, 2015.

Delicious Emily’s Hopes and Fears. Android, iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by Blue 

Giraffe. GameHouse, 2015.

Delicious Emily’s New Beginnings. Android, iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by Blue Gi-

raffe. GameHouse, 2014.

Delicious Emily’s True Love. Android, iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed and published by 

GameHouse, 2012.

Delicious Emily’s Wonder Wedding. Android, iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed and pub-

lished by GameHouse, 2013.

Depression Quest. Linux, OS X, Web, Windows. Developed and published by Zoë Quinn, 

2013.

Diamond Quest! iOS. Developed and published by Storm8 Studios, 2014.

Diaper Dash. OS X, Windows. Developed by Zemnott, PlayFirst, 2009.

Diner Dash. OS X, Windows. Developed by GameLab. PlayFirst, 2003. The original game 

has also appeared on various other mobile and web- based platforms. In 2014 Glu 

Mobile acquired PlayFirst and subsequently released new versions of this game.

Diner Dash 2: Restaurant Rescue. Android, Blackberry, OS X, Windows, Windows Mobile. 

Developed and published by PlayFirst, 2006.

Diner Dash: boom! OS X, Windows. Developed and published by PlayFirst, 2010.

Diner Dash: Flo on the Go. Blackberry, BREW, J2ME, OS X, Windows. Developed and 

published by PlayFirst, 2006.

Diner Dash: Flo through Time. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by PlayFirst, 

2007.

Diner Dash: Hometown Hero. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by PlayFirst, 

2007.

DinerTown Detective Agency. OS X, Windows. Developed by Absolutist. PlayFirst, 2009.

DinerTown Tycoon. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by PlayFirst, 2009.

Doggie Dash. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by PlayFirst, 2008. In 2014, Glu 

Mobile acquired PlayFirst and subsequently released new versions of this game.

Doom. PlayStation, Sega Saturn. Developed and published by Williams Entertainment, 

1995.

Dream Day Honeymoon. OS X, Windows. Developed by Oberon Media. iWin.com, 2007.

Dream Day Wedding. Blackberry, J2ME, OS X, Windows. Developed by Oberon Media. 

Pogo.com, 2007.

Egg Baby. Android. iOS. Developed and published by Nix Hydra, 2014.

EnchantU. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Glu Mobile, 2012.

Episode: Choose Your Story. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Pocket Gems, 

2013.

EverQuest. OS X, Windows. Developed by Verant Interactive. 989 Studios, 1999.
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Fallout. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Black Isle Studios, 1997. Subsequent 

versions of this game have appeared in several iterations, with new narratives and 

scenarios on a variety of platforms via Interplay Entertainment.

Farm Frenzy. Android, BlackBerry, iOS, PlayStation 3, PSP, Symbian, Windows. Developed 

by Melesta. Alawar Entertainment, 2007. Subsequent versions of the game have 

been developed for several platforms.

FarmVille. Web. Developed and published by Zynga, 2009. Also ported to iOS.

FarmVille 2: Country Escape. Android, iOS, OS X, Web, Windows Phone. Developed and 

published by Zynga, 2014.

Fashion Craze. Windows. Developed by Five- BN. Alawar Entertainment, 2007.

Fashion Dash. OS X, Windows. Developed by Funlime. PlayFirst, 2008.

Fashion Rush. OS X, Windows. Developed by Ovogame. Big Fish Games, 2006.

Fearful Tales: Hansel and Gretel. Android, iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by Eipix En-

tertainment. Big Fish Games, 2013.

Fever Frenzy. OS X, Windows. Developed by Legacy Interactive and Rainbow Creatures. 

Published by Legacy Interactive, 2009.

Fitness Bustle: Energy Boost. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Big Fish Games, 

2013.

Fitness Dash. OS X, Windows. Developed by Sarbakan. PlayFirst, 2008.

Fitness Frenzy. OS X, Windows. Developed by Goggi Games. Big Fish Games, 2008.

FooPets. Web. Developed and published by FooMojo, 2008.

FrontierVille. Web. Developed and published by Zynga, 2010. The name of this game was 

changed to The Pioneer Trail in 2011.

Gone Home. Linux, OS X, PlayStation 4, Windows, Xbox One. Developed and published 

by The Fullbright Company, 2013.

GoPets: Vacation Island. Nintendo DS. Developed by 1st Playable Productions and En-

gine Software. Konami, 2008.

Gourmania. Android, iOS, Windows. Developed by Butterfly iSoft. Alawar Entertain-

ment, 2008.

Grand Theft Auto III. Android, iOS, OS X, PlayStation 2, Windows, Xbox. Developed by 

DMA Design. Rockstar Games, 2001.

Grand Theft Auto IV. PlayStation 3, Windows, Xbox 360. Developed by Rockstar North. 

Rockstar Games, 2008.

Grim Legends: The Forsaken Bride. Android, OS X, Windows, Windows Phone. Developed 

by Artifex Mundi. Big Fish Games, 2014.

Grim Tales: The Bride. OS X, Windows. Developed by Elephant Games. Big Fish Games, 

2011.

Grim Tales: The Stone Queen. OS X, Windows. Developed by Elephant Games. Big Fish 

Games, 2012.

Halo: Combat Evolved. Windows, Xbox. Developed by Bungie. Microsoft Studios, 2001.

Hamsterz Life. Nintendo DS. Developed by MTO, Digital Kids. Ubisoft, 2006.

Harlequin Presents: Hidden Objects of Desire. Macintosh, OS X. Developed by GameMill 

Entertainment. Big Fish Games, 2009.

Horsez. Nintendo DS. Developed by Lexis Numerique, SA, Virtual Toys, SL. Ubisoft, 2006.
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Hospital Haste. Macintosh, OS X. Developed by Artifex Mundi. Big Fish Games, 2008.

Hospital Hustle. Macintosh, OS X. Developed and published by GameInvest, SA, 2008.

Hotel Dash: Suite Success. iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by Kef Sensei. PlayFirst, 2009.

Hungry Babies Mania. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Storm8 Studios, 2015.

Ice Cream Craze: Natural Hero. OS X, Windows. Developed by Game Fools. Big Fish 

Games, 2011.

iLive. Android, iOS. Developed and published by LGD Studio, 2015.

Iron Chef America: Supreme Cuisine. Nintendo DS, Wii. Developed by Black Lantern 

Studios. Destineer, 2008.

Island Tribe 4. OS X, Windows. Developed by Realore Studios. Big Fish Games, 2012.

Jane’s Hotel. Android, iOS, OS X, PlayStation 3, PSP, Windows. Developed and published 

by Realore Studios, 2007.

JoJo’s Fashion Show. Windows. Developed by GameLab. GSP, 2008.

Katy Perry: Pop. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Glu Mobile, 2015.

Kim Kardashian: Hollywood. Android, iOS, OS X, Web. Developed by Blammo Games. 

Glu Mobile, 2014.

Kinectimals. Xbox 360. Developed by Frontier Developments. Microsoft Game Studios, 

2010.

Kitchen Scramble. Android, iOS. Developed and published by RockYou, 2014.

Legend of Zelda: The Windwalker. GameCube, Wii U. Developed by Nintendo EAD. Nin-

tendo, 2002.

Life Quest 2: Metropoville. iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Big Fish 

Games, 2012.

Lindsay Lohan’s The Price of Fame. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Space 

Inch, 2014.

Love and Death: Bitten. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by PlayFirst, 2010.

Love and Hip Hop. iOS, Android. Developed and published by Behaviour Interactive, 

2016.

Love Rocks Shakira. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Rovio Entertainment, 2015.

Lunch Food Maker. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Crazy Cats Media, 2012.

Magic Life. OS X, Windows. Developed by Meridian 93. Big Fish Games, 2010.

Metal Gear Solid. PlayStation. Developed by Konami Computer Entertainment Japan. 

Konami, 1998.

Milkshake Maker. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Crazy Cats Media, 2015.

Monument Valley. Android, iOS, Windows Phone. Developed and published by Ustwo 

Studio, 2014.

Mortal Kombat. Coin- op. Developed and published by Midway Games, 1992.

Ms. Pac Man. Coin- op. Developed and published by Bally/Midway Manufacturing, 1982. 

Subsequent versions of the game have been developed for several platforms.

My Baby (Virtual Pet). iOS. Developed and published by Anton Tonev, 2014.

My Boo. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Tapps Tecnologia da Informacao 

LTDA, 2015.

Myst. Windows. Developed by Cyan. Broderbund Software, 1993. Versions of the game 

were later made for a variety of platforms.
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Mysteries of the Ancients: Deadly Cold. OS X, Windows. Developed by Mariaglorum. Big 

Fish Games, 2015.

Mystery Case Files: Ravenhearst. OS X, Nintendo 3DS, Windows. Developed and published 

by Big Fish Games, 2006.

Mystery Case Files: Return to Ravenhearst. Android, iOS, OS X, Nintendo 3DS, Windows. 

Developed and published by Big Fish Games, 2008.

Mystery Chronicles: Betrayals of Love. OS X, Windows. Developed by Lazy Turtle Studios. 

Big Fish Games, 2011.

Mystery Tales: The Lost Hope. iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by Domini Games. Big 

Fish Games, 2013.

Nanny Mania. iOS, OS X. Developed by Toybox Games. Gogii Games, 2007.

Neko Atsume. Android, iOS. Developed and published by HitPoint, 2014.

Nintendogs. Nintendo DS. Developed by Nintendo EAD. Nintendo of America, 2005.

Panda Pop. Android, iOS, Web, Windows. Developed by Jam City. SGN, 2015.

Parking Dash. OS X, Windows. Developed by Kef Sensei. PlayFirst, 2008.

Personal Trainer: Cooking. Nintendo DS. Developed by indieszero. Nintendo, 2008.

Polar Pop Mania. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Storm8 Studios, 2015.

Pong. Coin- op. Developed and published by Atari, 1972. Versions of this game have been 

remade for several platforms.

PuppetShow: Destiny Undone. OS X, Windows. Developed by ERS Game Studios. Big 

Fish Games, 2013.

PuppetShow: The Mystery of Joyville. Android, iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by ERS 

Game Studios. Big Fish Games, 2009.

Purr Pals. Nintendo DS. Developed by Crave Entertainment and Brain Toys. Crave En-

tertainment, 2007.

Quake. Amiga, DOS, Linux, Nintendo 64, OS X, Sega Saturn, Windows, Zeebo. Developed 

by id Software. GT Interactive, 1996.

Ranch Rush. iOS, OS X, Web, Windows. Developed by Aliaswords Entertainment. Fresh-

Games, 2008.

Redemption Cemetery: The Island of the Lost. iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by ERS 

Game Studios. Big Fish Games, 2013.

Rescue Frenzy. OS X, Windows. Developed by Melesta. Alawar Games, 2011.

Restaurant Story 2. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Storm8 Studios, 2014.

Riddles of Fate: Into Oblivion. iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by Elephant Games. Big 

Fish Games, 2013.

Rockett’s New School. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Purple Moon, 1997.

Roller Rush. Windows. Developed and published by Toybox Games, 2005.

Sally’s Salon. BlackBerry, iOS, OS X, Nintendo DS, Windows. Developed and published 

by GamesCafe.com, 2007.

Second Life. Linux, OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Linden Research, 2003.

Secret Paths in the Forest. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Purple Moon, 

1997.

Shopaholic World. Android, iOS. Developed by Spil Games. Mobile Pie, 2015.
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Shopmania. Windows. Developed by Brighter Minds. iWin, 2008.

Shopping Mall. Android, iOS, Windows Phone. Developed by Stark Apps GmbH. Mod-

ern Stark Games, 2013.

Sid Meier’s Civilization. Amiga, Atari ST, DOS, Macintosh, PC- 98, PlayStation, SNES, 

Windows. Developed by MPS Labs. MicroProse Software, 1991. Several subsequent 

versions of the game have appeared on many platforms.

SimCity 2000. DOS, OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Maxis Software, 1996.

The Sims. OS X, Windows. Developed by Maxis Software. Electronic Arts, 2000. Several 

sequels and bonus packs have been developed for this game.

Stardom: The A- List. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Glu Mobile, 2011.

Style Quest. Windows. Developed and published by Dare to Dream, 2015.

Super Mario Bros. Coin- op. Developed and published by Nintendo Co., 1985. Several 

versions of the game and sequels have appeared on many Nintendo platforms.

Supermarket Management 2. Android, iOS, OS X, Windows. Developed by Playful Age. 

G5 Games, 2013.

Super Monkey Ball 2. GameCube. Developed by Amusement Vision. Sega Corporation, 

2002.

Super Princess Peach. Nintendo DS. Developed and published by Nintendo Australia, 

2005.

Surface: The Noise She Couldn’t Make. OS X, Windows. Developed by Elephant Games. 

Big Fish Games, 2012.

Temple Run. Android, iOS. Developed and published by Imangi Studios, 2011.

Tetris. PC. Developed by Alexey Pajitnov / AcademySoft. Spectrum Holobyte, 1986. Vari-

ous versions have been developed and popularized on many other platforms.

Texas Holdem Poker. Android, iOS, Web. Developed and published by Zynga Games, 2008.

Threadsteading. Singer CE- 400 Futura. Developed by Disney Research Pittsburgh, 2016.

Tomb Raider. Game Boy Color. Developed by Core Design. Eidos Interactive, 2000.

Turbo Subs. OS X, Windows. Developed by Aliasworlds Entertainment. Oberon Media, 

2008.

Uru: Ages Beyond Myst. Windows. Developed by Cyan Worlds. Ubisoft, 2003.

Wedding Dash. Android, BlackBerry, iOS, Nintendo DS, OS X, Windows. Developed by 

ImaginEngine. PlayFirst, 2007. Subsequent versions have been developed for sev-

eral platforms. In 2014 Glu Mobile acquired PlayFirst and subsequently released 

new versions of this game.

What’s Cooking: Jamie Oliver. Nintendo DS. Developed and published by Atari, 2008.

Wii Fit. Wii. Developed by Nintendo EAD. Nintendo of America, 2008.

Words with Friends. Android, iOS, Web, Windows. Developed and published by New-

toy, 2009.

World of Warcraft. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Blizzard Entertainment, 

2004. Several updates and expansions continue to be developed for this game.

Youda Jewel Shop 2. OS X, Windows. Developed and published by Youda Games, 2012.

YoVille (later YoWorld). Web. Developed and published by Tall Tree Games (later Zynga), 

2008.
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167, 171, 172, 178

actor-network theory, 23–24

Adams, Ernest, 40

advertising, x, xi, 1–3, 5, 13, 32, 33, 59–60, 

89–90, 91, 101, 110, 119, 121–22, 123, 

125, 127, 130, 139, 149, 150, 158, 162
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175; pink, 37, 47–48

affect, 93, 94, 95, 96, 100, 101, 108, 110, 

112, 113, 115, 116, 117, 118, 119, 142, 

147, 176

affective labor. See labor: affective

affective systems, 100

America’s Test Kitchen: Let’s Get Cooking, 

146

Anable, Aubrey, 100

Android (platform), 79, 146, 178, 191

Angry Birds, 14, 51, 53–54

Animal Crossing, 11, 36

animals. See game thematic elements

Apperley, Tom, 94, 110–11

arcade games, 5, 9, 74, 75, 127, 162

Assassin’s Creed, 164

avatars. See characters in games: player/

avatar

Avenue Flo. See Dash games

baby games. See game thematic elements

Balsamo, Anne, 156

Barbie Fashion Designer, 10, 133

Bayonetta, 165

beauty, 15, 28, 39, 133, 158

Bejeweled, 14, 99, 125, 132

Big Fish Games, 65, 78, 104, 105

biology, 21, 22, 38–39, 97, 101, 151, 157, 

160, 172, 176

Birke, Lynda, 101, 151, 160, 172

bodies: body problem, 157–61, 164, 

171, 176; docile, 152–57; embodied 

gaming, 161–64; flattened, 164–68; 

hyper-sexualized, 18, 38, 40, 159, 

164–65; in-game, 168–71; non-binary, 

159–60; transformational, 171–72. See 

also characters in games

Bogost, Ian, 35–36, 118

Booth, Paul, 62–63

Bordo, Susan, 147, 158, 159, 166, 167

Bubble Mania, 86, 113

bubble shooter games, 113, 114, 177, 

191n43

bucolic. See game thematic elements

Burger Bustle, 77, 85

Burger Shop, 65, 77

BurgerTime, 74–75, 76

Cake Mania, 62, 65, 67, 76, 86, 100, 146

Cake Shop, 76

Campus Life, 118–19, 140
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Candy Crush Saga, 14, 48, 49, 54, 56, 80, 

81, 131, 132, 140, 166, 174

caregiving. See game thematic elements

caring, 90, 96–97, 98, 109–10, 112

cats, 111–12, 113, 191n39

Castle Story, 65, 165, 170

casual games, xi, 13–16, 21–22, 27, 29, 47, 

54, 55, 56, 64, 65, 66, 73, 79, 80, 81, 85, 

99, 103, 113, 123, 131, 132, 141, 142, 

166, 175. See also hardcore games

characters in games, 9, 10, 16, 19, 40, 56, 

93, 99, 164; attributes, 48–50; non-

player, 53, 54, 65, 67, 74, 76, 84, 90, 

92, 94–95, 101, 103, 108, 109, 118, 126, 

141, 142–43, 145, 146, 165–66, 171; 

player/avatar, 18, 37, 38, 47, 48, 50, 

52, 54, 66, 68, 70, 71, 85, 89, 92, 94–95, 

101, 102, 103, 107, 112, 113, 118, 124, 

126, 136, 137, 143, 144, 152, 157, 163, 

164–66, 168–71

Clash of Clans, 54–55, 82–83, 189n23

cleaning, 65, 68, 73, 101, 104–5, 131–32, 

191n32, 191n33. See also hidden 

object games

collaborative gameplay, 45, 51, 54, 56

computer games, 9, 11, 14, 18, 27, 46, 47, 

65, 67, 72, 78, 83, 104, 105, 134, 137, 

152, 155–56

Consalvo, Mia, 12, 14, 18, 117, 139

conspicuous consumption, 127–28, 130, 

137 

consumerism, 29, 35, 39, 64, 65, 77, 121, 

122, 123, 125, 126, 128, 129, 130, 132, 

133, 136, 140, 147, 148

consuming mechanics, 130–32

cooking. See game thematic elements

Cooking Academy, 146

Cooking Mama, 92, 108–9, 146–47, 165, 

167

Covet Fashion, 134, 135, 136, 137, 138, 

143

Cowan, Ruth Schwartz, xi, 25–26

currency, 111, 118, 123, 124, 131, 132, 

140, 141, 143. See also consumerism; 

freemium/free-to-play (F2P)

dance. See game thematic elements

Dash games: Avenue Flo, 68, 70–72; 

Cooking Dash, 68, 73, 76, 146; Dairy 

Dash, 68; Diaper Dash, 73, 85; Diner 

Dash, ix, 14, 32, 46, 47, 56, 62, 65, 

66–72, 73, 78, 85, 92, 99, 100, 101, 102, 

118, 134, 136, 165, 176; Dinertown 

Detective Agency, 68; Dinertown 

Tycoon, 68, 73, 77; Doggie Dash, 85; 

Fashion Dash, 68; Fitness Dash, 68, 

73; naming conventions, 85–86; Hotel 

Dash, 73; Parking Dash, 68; Wedding 

Dash, 68, 73, 74, 75, 85. See also time 

management games

de Castell, Suzanne, 18

Deem, Rosemary, 20, 65

Delicious Emily games, 99, 100, 101–2

designed identity, 8, 15, 16, 18, 23, 28, 29, 

30, 33, 34, 56, 59, 60, 61, 62, 63, 64, 66, 

77, 83, 84, 85, 87, 90, 92, 94, 95, 96, 97, 

98, 102, 107, 116, 118, 119, 120, 123, 

127, 128, 130, 138, 148, 155, 156, 157, 

164, 165, 167, 168, 170, 176; definition 

of, 5–6, 31–32

Diner Dash. See Dash games

discipline, 93–94, 153, 154, 156, 159

Discipline and Punish (Foucault), 

153–54, 156

docile bodies. See bodies

domestic: domesticity, 2, 15, 28, 112; 

gameplay, 11, 100, 105, 107, 110, 112, 

119, 120, 162; sphere, xi, 11, 19, 20, 

25–26, 61, 74, 91–92, 95, 98, 107, 108, 

109. See also labor: domestic

double bind, 159, 161

Downey, Genesis, 17–18

Duffy, Brooke Erin, 136, 145

Elias, Norbert, 24

emotional labor. See labor: emotional

emotioneering, 92
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Episode: Choose Your Story, 140

ethnicity, 30, 37, 40, 130, 157, 166, 168, 

176. See also whiteness

EverQuest, 10–11, 116

exergaming, 29, 56, 162, 164

EyeToy, 161, 162

Facebook, 1, 14, 45, 79, 96, 117

fairy tales. See game thematic elements

Fallout, 6

families, x, xi, 7, 9, 11, 13, 20, 21, 44, 50, 

61, 64, 74, 89, 90, 91, 96, 97, 98, 101, 

108, 112, 117, 119, 122, 123, 133, 140, 

162–63

Farmville. See Ville games

fashion. See game thematic elements

Fearful Tales: Hansel and Gretel, 106

feminine style, 5, 12, 15, 43, 176

femininity, 2, 4, 5, 12, 14, 15, 16, 24, 26, 

32, 38, 40, 41, 42, 43, 44, 48, 54, 55, 62, 

82, 86, 87, 94, 96, 97, 98, 99, 101, 110, 

112, 115, 122, 129, 130, 138, 147, 148, 

158, 159, 164, 166, 176

feminism, xii, 17, 22, 101, 158, 159, 160, 

176, 177, 179; feminist game studies, 

16–19, 27; feminist leisure studies, 

19–22; intersectional, xi, 16, 19, 28, 37, 

147, 160, 167, 171–72, 176; Marxist, 

96; popular, 141, 159; second-wave, 

58, 61, 175; techno-, 26–27

fitness. See game thematic elements

Flanagan, Mary, 34–35, 36

food, 29, 54, 68, 74, 76, 77, 111–12, 113, 

126, 144, 145–48, 161

Frag Dolls, 10

Freeman, David, 92

freemium/free-to-play (F2P), 7, 29, 54, 

84, 123, 125, 127, 132, 138–40, 143, 

147, 178. See also consumerism; 

currency

frenzy, 86, 100

FooPets, 109

Foucault, Michel, 152–57, 158

Furbies, 109–10

game: consoles, xii, 1, 2, 8, 9, 12, 18, 39, 

46, 47, 125, 155, 162, 163, 165

game controllers, 44, 70, 93, 119, 121, 

149, 150–51, 155, 161–65

game design, 5, 6, 10, 16, 17, 20, 23, 24, 

28, 29, 30, 32, 33, 36, 37–40, 41–56, 92, 

93, 94, 96, 139, 161; categories, 42–56; 

designers, xii, 17, 18, 24, 31, 33, 34, 

35, 36, 40, 41–56, 57, 66, 80, 92, 99, 

118, 131, 133, 149, 155, 185n5; gender 

inclusivity in, 17, 37–40

GamerGate, xii–xiii, 12–13, 16, 173, 174

gamer identity, ix, xi, 12, 57, 81, 119, 138, 

155, 163; feminine, xii, 5, 6, 10, 15, 

17–18, 42, 117, 133, 139, 141, 157, 162, 

166, 171, 172; masculine, xii, 5, 8, 11, 

12, 16, 18, 32, 42, 148; non-identify-

ing, xii, 18, 174, 178; and toxic gamer 

culture, 18. See also GamerGate

GameStop (store), 121–22

game thematic elements, 43–44, 51; 

animals, 50, 51, 111–12, 113–15, 

166; baby, 86, 109, 113, 119, 192n54; 

bucolic, 7, 14, 39, 43, 45, 56, 62, 64, 

79, 80, 81, 82, 83, 92, 117, 118, 170; 

caregiving, 29, 90, 91, 92, 98, 107–12, 

115, 117, 119; cooking, 43, 66–72, 73, 

76, 92, 108–9, 126, 145–48, 165, 167; 

dance, 44, 151, 162; fairy tales, 43, 68, 

106; fashion, 10, 39–40, 43, 47, 50, 54, 

56, 68, 77, 123, 126, 127, 130, 132–38, 

139, 140, 141, 143–45, 148, 161, 

166–67; fitness, 13, 44, 56, 68, 73, 162, 

164; mystery, 7, 14, 43, 44, 56, 103–7, 

171; shopping, 15, 29, 39, 40, 77, 123, 

128, 129, 132–38, 139, 140, 145; super-

natural, 43, 44, 72, 77–78, 103–7

gamification, 74, 77, 150

geeks, 7–8

gender: cis-, xi, 6, 8, 30, 58, 148, 150, 167, 

171, 172, 178; diversity, 2, 37, 56, 147; 
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and game design, ix, x, 5, 9–13, 18, 

32, 33, 37–40, 41, 42, 45, 46, 47, 48, 

50, 53–56, 60, 84, 92, 101, 110, 112, 

127, 128, 130, 148, 157, 163, 168, 171; 

inclusivity, 19, 37–40, 41, 50, 132, 140, 

162; leisure, 4, 5, 19–22, 46, 48, 56; 

stereotypes, 23, 25, 29, 65, 83, 86, 90, 

96, 97, 99, 100, 101, 110, 126, 131, 132, 

133, 149, 157, 162; technology, 25–27; 

transgender, 159–60

genres, 4, 5, 14, 15, 23, 29, 32, 33, 34, 39, 

43, 56, 61, 62, 66, 67, 72–79, 85, 86, 

92, 103, 104, 106, 113, 146, 147, 161, 

176, 178

Glu Mobile, 65, 67, 68, 79, 138, 140, 

141, 142, 168, 169, 170. See also Kim 

Kardashian: Hollywood

Gone Home, xiii

Gourmania, 86

Graham, Hillary, 97

Grand Theft Auto: III, 154; IV, 51, 53, 71

Gray, Kishonna, 10, 19

Greenfield, Patricia, 133

Grim Legends, 104

Grim Tales, 104, 106

Hamsterz Life, 109

hardcore games, xii, xiii, 11, 12, 13–16, 19, 

39, 42, 46, 165. See also casual games

Harlequin Presents: Hidden Objects of 

Desire, 107

Harvey, Alison, 11, 13, 61, 120, 162

Heber, Nicole, 94, 110–11

Henderson, Karla A., 21–22

hidden object games, 7, 14, 29, 43, 46, 48, 

50, 56, 92, 103–7, 113, 123, 131, 132, 

171, 176

Hochschild, Arlie Russell, 20, 61, 64, 66, 

95, 100

Horsez, 109

human computer interaction, 93

Hungry Babies Mania, 7, 113, 115, 166, 

178

Huntemann, Nina, 18

hysteria, 29, 85–87, 90, 161 

indie games, xii, xiii, 13, 35 

intersectionality. See feminism: 

intersectional

invest/express games, ix, 14, 29, 43, 56, 

57, 62, 64, 65, 67, 72, 78, 79–83, 85, 86, 

111, 118, 166, 192n46

invisibility, 103, 107, 148, 171–72, 175, 176

iOS games, 79, 109, 136, 137, 178

Isbister, Katherine, 92–93, 94, 112

Island Tribe, 62, 65, 77

Jamieson, Kathleen Hall, 159, 161

Jarrett, Kylie, 95–96

Jennifer (imaginary player), 31, 57–58, 

171–72, 176

Jenson, Jennifer, 18

Jones, Steven E., 162, 163

Katy Perry: Pop, 65, 140, 168, 169, 170, 

178

kegels, 149

Kennedy, Helen, W., 19

Kilbourne, Jean, 158

Kim Kardashian: Hollywood, 7, 14, 29, 

32, 42, 45, 46, 47, 50, 54, 56, 62, 64, 65, 

67, 80, 81, 83, 118, 119, 124, 132, 138, 

140–45, 146, 155, 166, 168–69, 170, 

171, 172, 176, 178, 190n21, 192n54, 

193n43, 193n44, 195n32

Kinect, 152, 155, 161, 162, 163. See also 

Xbox

Kinectimals, 110–11

Kocurek, Carly, 5, 9, 32

labor: affective, 29, 74, 95, 96, 115, 116, 

117, 118, 119, 136, 147; aspirational, 

145; domestic, xi, 2, 20, 90, 96, 98, 

103, 107; emotional, ix–x, 29, 74, 90, 

91, 92, 94–99, 100, 101, 102, 103, 104, 

106, 107, 109, 110, 111, 112, 115, 116, 

117, 118, 119, 136, 175, 176; glamour, 

133, 136; immaterial, 95–96, 117, 136; 
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play, 90, 99, 100, 101, 102, 119, 127; 

social, 96

Lara Croft, 18, 164, 165

Latour, Bruno, 23, 156

Laurel, Brenda, 10

Law, John, 22–23

Lazzaro, Nicole, 99

leisure, xiii, 2, 4, 5, 6, 10, 16, 19–22, 23, 24, 

27, 28, 29, 30, 46, 56, 59, 61, 62, 63–64, 

65, 69–70, 82, 84, 85, 86, 87, 92, 96, 98, 

104, 127, 128, 175, 176, 177

LeTourneau, Tim, 31, 188n2

Lindsay Lohan’s The Price of Fame, 140, 

193n36

Love and Death: Bitten, 107

Love and Hip Hop, 140, 195n32

lush. See aesthetics

Magic Life, 62, 65, 72, 77, 78

makeup. See beauty

mania. See hysteria 

Manovich, Lev, 161

Martin, Emily, 151

Marx, Karl, 128–29, 130

masculinity, 2, 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 12, 14, 16, 18, 

25, 26, 32, 38, 41, 42, 48, 52, 54, 55, 83, 

86, 98, 99, 101, 106, 107, 127, 148, 151, 

152, 160, 164, 165, 166

massively multiplayer online games, 

10–11, 136, 138

match-3 games, 14, 34, 48, 54, 56, 113, 

131, 132, 186n45

Mateas, Michael, 63, 66

middle class, xi, 6, 19, 28, 30, 31, 58, 128, 

130, 148, 167, 171, 172, 178

Mii, 89, 163

mobile platforms (general), 14, 45, 47, 

54, 55, 59, 65, 66, 67, 79, 81, 117, 125, 

134, 136, 138, 141, 146, 155, 161, 169, 

173, 178

Modleski, Tania, 15

monotony. See time

Monument Valley, 173–79

motherhood: game design, ix, x, 30, 64, 

89–91, 102–3, 108, 109, 110, 113, 119, 

121, 122, 123, 147; ideology of, 25–26, 

58, 86, 97–98, 107–8, 159; my mother, 

128, 136, 177, 178–79, 192n8, 195n4; 

pregnancy, 159. See also Cooking 

Mama

mystery. See game thematic elements

Mystery Case Files, 7, 14, 56, 104, 171

“My Wii Story,” 28, 29, 43, 44, 61, 62, 69, 

93, 100, 102, 103, 104, 105, 106, 107, 

113, 115, 132, 133, 140, 154

Neko Atsume, 111–12, 119, 178

Nintendo, 11, 13, 122, 162, 163; Enter-

tainment System, 9; DS, ix, x, 13, 14, 

59, 60, 86, 110, 146, 155, 178; Knit-

ting Machine, 1–4, 5, 6, 185; Super 

Nintendo Entertainment System, 9; 

Wii, ix, x, 11, 13, 89–90, 91, 119, 155, 

162–63

Nintendogs, 109, 110

Nissenbaum, Helen, 34–35, 36

O’Donnell, Casey, 24, 35

Ouellette, Laurie, 133

Panda Pop, 113, 166

Parkin, Kathleen, 147

Paul, Christopher A., 36, 139

Pearce, Celia, 11, 12

permission slips (for play), 127

Phillips, Howard, 1, 3

Player One, 6, 7–8, 9, 27, 30, 71, 149, 152, 

173, 177

Player Two, 4, 6–8, 13, 14, 27, 28, 29, 30, 

32, 33, 42, 43, 44, 52, 57, 59, 60, 62, 63, 

64, 77, 81–82, 85, 86, 87, 90, 92, 94, 95, 

96, 97, 98, 102, 107, 116, 119, 123, 124, 

130, 148, 152, 155, 156, 157, 164, 166, 

168, 171, 176, 179

PlayFirst, 67, 68, 71, 73, 75

PlayStation, 9, 119, 121, 161, 162

PMS Clan, 10

Polar Pop Mania, 80, 113, 114, 166, 177

Pong, 9
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productive consumption, 128, 129, 130, 

133, 140

PuppetShow, 104, 106

purchasing mechanics, 29, 123. See also 

freemium/free-to-play (F2P)

Purple Moon, 10

Purr Pals,109

puzzle games, 14, 29, 46, 56, 70, 80, 81, 

103, 104, 105, 107, 112–16, 131, 137, 

140, 166, 173

Quinn, Zoë, xii, xiii, 13

Ray, Sheri Graner, 37–40, 41, 44, 46, 48, 

50, 51, 56, 178

Ready Player One, 7–8

resource management games, 77–78. See 

also time management games

Rich, Adrienne, 97–98

Rockett’s New School, 10

romance, 4, 15, 44, 102, 104, 106, 107, 119

Sarkeesian, Anita, xii, 13, 19

Schleiner, Anne-Marie, 18

Second Life, 168, 170

second shift, 20, 61, 64, 66. See also third 

shift

Secret Paths in the Forest, 10

sexuality, xiii, 19, 30, 37, 157, 165, 168, 

170, 176

Schüll, Natasha Dow, 84

Sega, 9, 149–50

Shaw, Adrienne, 12, 18, 174, 195n3

Shinkle, Eugénie, 93–94

Shopmania, 77, 86, 136–37

shopping. See game thematic elements

Shopping Mall, 136–37

Sid Meier’s Civilization, 77, 78

Sims, The, 11, 92, 112, 136

Skea, 149–52, 164

slenderness, 158, 166, 167

social networking games, 14, 29, 92, 112, 

116–19, 192n46. See also Facebook; 

Ville games

speed. See time

Stardom: The A-List, 140

Steam, xii

STEM, 10, 17, 27

stereotypes, 2, 3, 5, 6, 13, 16, 22, 23, 25, 

26, 29, 30, 42, 44, 47, 48, 90, 95, 96, 97, 

98, 130, 133, 134, 140. See also gender

Storm8 Studios, 31, 79, 114, 115, 171

Style Quest, 134

Subrahmanyam, Kaveri, 133

Super Mario Bros., 9

Supermarket Management 2, 74

Super Monkey Ball 2, 93

supernatural. See game thematic 

elements

Super Princess Peach, 94

Surface: The Noise She Couldn’t Make, 92, 

103, 104–5, 106

Tamagotchi, 109, 112

Taylor, T. L., 11, 17, 23–24, 38, 152, 155–56

Texas Holdem Poker, 117

themes. See game thematic elements

third shift, 66, 84. See also second shift

Thiruvathukal, George K., 162, 163

Threadsteading, 185n5

Thurer, Shari, 159

time: anxiety, 20, 85–87; clock, 83–85; 

elasticity, 67, 84–85, 156; game-world 

time, 63–64, 66, 79, 85; monotony, 

40, 61, 72, 74, 78, 154, 156; real-world 

time, 22, 63–64, 66, 79, 80, 83, 84, 85; 

speed, 65, 68, 73, 80, 85–87; temporal 

frames, 64, 66, 85; temporality, 62, 63, 

80, 85. See also leisure

time management games, ix, 14, 28, 29, 

43, 56, 61, 62, 63, 64–66, 67–70, 72–79, 

81, 82, 83–85, 87, 92, 99–103, 104, 

112, 118, 136, 146, 156, 161, 166, 176; 

time–people management games, 

72–79; time–product management 

games, 72–79; time-resource manage-

ment games, 72–79. See also Dash 

games
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time management products, 64–65, 70, 

72, 73, 156

transgender. See gender

Tronto, Joan C., 96–97, 109

Tuana, Nancy, 151

Turbo Subs, 65, 76, 85

Vanderhoef, John, 14, 55

Veblen, Thorstein, 127, 130

video game industry, ix, xi, xii, xiii, 1, 2, 

4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9–13, 14, 15, 16–17, 19, 22, 

23, 24, 27, 30, 31–34, 35, 36, 37, 39, 40, 

41, 42, 48, 50, 56, 57–58, 62, 65, 67, 73, 

78, 80, 86, 94, 118, 123, 124, 138, 139, 

152, 163, 172, 173, 174, 177, 178

Ville games, 46, 62, 79, 171; CastleVille, 

79; CityVille, 65, 79; FarmVille, 7, 14, 

39, 45, 46, 56, 62, 64, 65, 79, 81, 83, 92, 

118, 170, 192n46; FarmVille 2, 81, 82, 

117, 118; FrontierVille, 79; YoVille, 79. 

See also Facebook; social networking 

games; Zynga

virtual pets, 109–11

virtual reality, 161

Wajcman, Judy, 26–27

Wedding Dash. See Dash games

Whiteness, xi, xii, xiii, 6, 7, 8, 12, 28, 30, 

31, 57, 58, 121–22, 123, 127, 139, 148, 

165, 166, 167, 170, 171, 172, 178, 179, 

188n2, 194n16

Wirman, Hanna, 11, 94

Wissinger, Elizabeth, 133, 136

Wolf, Naomi, 158

Words with Friends, 14, 39, 45, 46, 56, 

92, 117

work. See labor

World of Warcraft, 10, 136, 138, 168, 178, 

189n23

Xbox, 10, 12, 119, 121, 162

Youda Jewel Shop 2, 77

Zagal, Jose, 63, 66

Zynga, 14, 46, 62, 65, 78, 79, 81, 82. See 

also Ville games
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