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ABSTRACT 
Previous research has shown that women in video game 
companies are confronted with several barriers regarding their 
career chances and advancement within the industry. Masculinity 
in organizations is considered to be one major reason for this, with 
women lacking access to internal networks and other social 
factors which hinders their advancement. As gendered working 
environments are considered to be the result of social 
constructions, one has to understand associated dynamics when 
having the will to restructure them. To get to know more about 
the situation of women in video game companies we conducted a 
qualitative field study in an associated organization in a large city 
in Germany. We found that women are confronted with 
masculinity at three stages during their career lifetime within a 
company: 1) onboarding, 2) skill usage and 3) career development.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
Like other IT fields, the culturally influential video game industry 
is dominated by men [9,23] or, as Mitchell terms them, the “sea of 
dudes” [10]. Scholars have argued that in such ‘masculine 
environments’, career success is not necessarily the result of 

performance but more because of networks and other social 
factors [e.g. 1] which genuinely disadvantage those who do not 
have access to them. Factors like cultural stereotypes, sexism, 
disadvantages in pay, a lack of advancement or access to networks 
as well as missing role models and peers among others have all 
been identified as reasons for barriers for women, who are 
interested in pursuing a career in video game development. Such 
‘hegemonic masculinities’ in the gaming culture have been widely 
discussed [e.g. 22]. Companies’ will to foster diversity is 
understandable as a lack of such during the game development 
process leads to games which are more attractive to a male 
audience, hence self-perpetuating the problem and decreasing 
market chances [7]. An industry that partly adopts the gaming 
culture as their corporate cultures generally has potential for 
higher flexibility and yet we are left with a rather androcentric 
environment where the structures remain largely constant while 
a gender-sensitive perspective is often left out.  
 
As gendered, masculine working environments are considered to 
be the results of social constructions [28], they can be restructured 
[6]. To do so, one yet has to understand the contextual parameters. 

Little attention has been paid on the question how women in 
video game companies are dealing with the subtle notions of 
masculinity which disadvantage them in terms of their career 
development and associated strategies they are using to 
counteract such problems.  
 
For the said reasons, we conducted an ethnographic field study in 
a video game company in a large city in Germany which seeks to 
understand how young female professionals realize their career 
ambitions. For the purpose of this study, we refer to masculinity 
as the reason for inequalities in the workspace, which is expressed 
by subtle notions of discriminating, excluding and disadvantaging 
women [e.g. 1,8]. This way, women are for instance lacking access 
to internal networks or they are reluctant to express their agency 
which puts barriers towards their career advancement. We found 
that women are confronted with masculinity at three stages when 
progressing through the company: 1) When onboarding into the 
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company and getting to know the corporate culture, 2) when 
developing and showing off their skill set and 3) when wanting to 
make career development within the company.   

2 RELATED WORK  
Tech corporate environments are associated with factors off-
putting for women such as role ambiguity, erosion of community, 
absence of fairness (e.g. pay gaps and family obligations), missing 
female mentors etc. [e.g. 14,16,21], leading to major barriers in 
terms of advancement. Gendered practices are constantly 
performed and reinforced, e.g. through activities such as pouring 
coffee, but also (more crucially) when filling positions [4]. Such 
hostile environments are not only a problem when wanting to 
acquire young female professionals, there is furthermore evidence 
that retention issues exists [25]. Feminist research [13] as well as 
workplace studies about masculinity [8] have examined the 
various forms of mentioned inequalities, e.g. the way a company 
is working, including its structures, advancement options, 
distribution of roles etc. [1] and identified hegemonic masculinity 
[12] as one main reasons such structures remain intact.  

The video game industry as one part of the IT landscape shares 
similar problems: Although it is considered to be an  
entertainment-, cultural- and creative industry [23] which hires 
intrinsically motivated personnel (often gamers themselves), it is 
still lacking gender-inclusive workforces. Long working hours, 
low wages and crunch times [29] are accepted as paying the price 
for an informal and relaxed environments where people tend to 
be hired due to interpersonal fit [17]. Discussions of who a ‘real 
gamer’ is and what ‘real games’ characterize within gaming 
culture in turn influence the gaming industry [e.g. 9,22,27]. An 
image of sexism in the workforce was e.g. visible during public 
discussion of the #gamergate controversy [26]. The few women 
working in the industry are then rather employed in non-
technical areas, e.g. working as project managers, in human 
resources communications [23] etc. and they are often 
disadvantaged when it comes to access to networks or ambiguities 
with gender roles.  

Despite efforts to understand the situation of women in the 
video game industry [e.g. 29], we still lack contextualized 
knowledge [15,19] of how young female professionals are actually 
confronted with masculinity in terms of their career development. 
As laid out, organizational structures play a major role in this 

context. Our ethnographic study aims to contribute to the 
discussion. We argue that an ‘on the ground’ [31] oriented 
qualitative approach seems to offer potential to unravel the often 
historically established structures within an organization [11], 
this way contributing to a growing interest in feminist research in 

the field of HCI [3].  

3 METHODS  
To gain insights into the situation of women in an internationally 
acting video game company, we conducted a field study in the 
tradition of ‘institutional ethnography’ as proposed by Smith [24]. 

Here, we collaborated closely with seven women at said company 
over the course of 8 months. In addition, two women as well as 
two men participated (exclusively) in a focus group discussion. In 
terms of data collection and data analysis, we chose a multitude 
of qualitative methods: We conducted semi-structured interviews 
and we used observation, more precisely shadowing, as a method 
to collect data [20]: Two researchers (first and second author) 
visited two women (in comparison, a long- as well as a short-term 
employee) twice a month for several time. Interviews were 
transcribed and notes of the observations were later expanded to 
detailed fieldnotes [18]. The qualitative data was then analyzed 
using a thematic analysis approach [5]. The results of this coding 
process were mirrored back to participants at a focus group 
discussion which sharped our themes again. We will present our 
findings in the followings.  

4 FINDINGS   

4.1 Onboarding  
Most of the women stated that joining the company was the 

result of being a passionate gamer or a ‘geek’ and to work in the 
industry (or specifically at that company) was a huge desire. To 
realize this, the women faced obstacles along the way, left their 
former companies and accepted lower salaries to land their ‘dream 
job.’  

During the first weeks within a company, one gets to know 
better the corporate culture and it became obvious that the 
company adopts the ‘geeky’ gaming culture as their corporate 
culture. From the very beginning the women felt a fit, describing 
the atmosphere within the company as “like a family.” People are 
engaged to make the first weeks within the company easier, 
inviting newcomers for lunch, a beer in the evening etc.  

Based upon those reports, it might be tempting to assume that 
the situation is generally trouble-free for the women. Nonetheless, 
onboarding processes are considered to be still rather 
unstructured which is regarded as a challenge especially for 
women entering a male dominated field. Furthermore, despite the 
women applauded the general atmosphere, it became apparent 
that subtle notions of masculinity are present. During the 
observation phase at the company, the researchers were able to 
observe behavior of and interactions amongst men one could 
conceive signs of ‘masculine behavior’ such as jokingly teasing 
each other. The shadowing of a female newcomer additionally 
revealed interesting insights in terms of group dynamics amongst 
women and how they are dealing with subtle notions of 
masculinity. An anecdote about the responsibility to pour coffee 
for the team showed that ‘manning up’ in masculine 
environments right from the start might be an important task. A 
group of three newcomers felt that the obligations of brewing new 
coffee was continually left to them. They found strategies to cope 
with those subtle masculine notions by printing a ‘meme’ which 
was hung to the cupboard in the coffee kitchen. Hence using 
humor (which was adapted to the ‘geeky’ culture of the company) 
as a way to advocate a more social behavior without pointing the 
moral finger was one strategy we found.  
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4.2 Skill usage   
While ‘talent’ is a technical term used by the Human Resources 
department (HR) participants agreed that the term can be 
misleading as ‘skills’ is the more fitting term to describe the 
requirements to fulfil duties. Compared to ‘inborn talents’, skills 
are something that could be achieved via hard work and diligence. 
Those nuances in terminology seemed important to the women. 
Gaining the required skills to fulfil the duties leaves one with a 
feeling of satisfaction and one participants stated that “the only 
skill that is really important” is “not giving up” and being 
persistent. In terms of their skill set, several women described 
being in conflict with the expected gender roles and the linked 
notions of femininity associated with such. This might lead to a 
feeling that the own takes and perspectives are devalued within 
the company which then leads to a reluctance to express self-
confidence. An emphasize on ‘feminine’ tasks during game 
development (emotionality) or a more empathic leading style 
might e.g. by times clash with more ‘masculine’ dominant ones 
within the company.  

4.3 Career development   
Talent for open positions is usually searched internally within the 
company and participants universally agreed that HR offers 
numerous opportunities for career development such as courses. 
The women yet stated that applying for such courses often comes 
with dilemmas in comparison to their male peers: With a ‘project 
first’ mentality present, being a women interested in fostering the 
own career ambitions might lead to a stigma of being “pushy” or 
“bitchy.” Indeed, several participants reported that they felt 
disadvantaged by such issues. In addition, HR is aware that 
development of capable personnel does not only mean supporting 
the extroverts but also to foster the strengths and skills of 
introverts. Considering the before mentioned dilemmas, this 
seems especially important in terms of female employees.  

5 FUTURE WORK   
When gendered, masculine working environments are considered 
to be the results of social constructions, we are able to change and 
reconstruct them. Within the video game company, we found a 
corporate environment that offers flexible structures and a 
welcoming corporate climate with highly motivated personnel. 
Subtle notions of masculinity yet remain as barriers for women to 
fulfil their potential and in the future we have to analyze more 
deeply the barriers women are facing and how the female 
strategies we found can be supported by the company. We believe 
that our lessons learned from a video game company provide an 
interesting case study other industries can learn from. The study 
at hand is part of a larger Living Lab Project aiming at the 
intersection of gender studies and IT practice to enhance the 
situation for women in IT organizations [2]. The Living Lab 
follows a Participatory Action Research (PAR) [30] which means 
it advocates for change within a social system. The insights 
presented here should be used as a base in the future to develop 

change-actions collaboratively with the participants of the study 
and test them in iterative cycles [2]. This way, we hope to make 
an impact for the women in the field.  
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