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Disclaimer

These are my personal notes: they may be inaccurate or biased. No offence is meant to any party.

Notes on Speakers: Thursday 

9.30 am: Opening address by Nina Kristensen, Managing Director of Just Add Monsters

This is a Cambridge company which Nina co-founded. Her background 

is as an artist and producer. The company was bought by Argonaut in 2000 and has since produced Kung Fu Chaos (X-Cube).

As far as I can recall, she was talking generally about women and didn’t say a lot which was really specifically seemed to need to be written down. However, she sounded generally intelligent and well organised, and made her company sound like a good place to work. She did mention that women are more likely to take the role of the consumer, and less likely to go into production in any industry.

10.15 am: Research into Women and Girls in the Games Industry by Lizzie Haines for Media Training North West’s Game Plan Initiative

The games industry is 11 % women: the Audio-Visual industry generally is 39 % women. Long hours and no family life are seen as the main barriers to participation in the industry.

Girls as consumers of computer games may be said on average to:

· play less

· be casual gamers

· play differently to boys

· play different games to boys

· prefer interfaces which are easy to use.

· prefer activities to goals

· dislike dying

· prefer short play sessions with quick rewards.

· usually want to avoid violence

Recent research http://www.ihobo.com/res/DGD_brochure.final.pdf breaks down game players into four personality types based on clusters of Myers-Briggs personality types. They believe that games commonly only address two types of player which may be called Conquerors and Managers.

********** intermission: ihobo’s personality type research *************

I looked this research up after the conference. The other two types are Wanderer and Participant, the latter being the largest sector of society. Ihobo also distinguished between Hardcore and Casual gamers: Casual are by far the largest sector, though the Hardcore gamers may be disproportionately important since they introduce Casual friends to games.

Conqueror

Wants to win or beat the game. Myers-Briggs TJ, Thinking and Judging

· Hardcore Conqueror, INTJ, ISTJ: wants to complete the game, finding all secrets and finishing all levels. Action games and CRPGs.

· Casual Conqueror, ISTJ: wants to win combat or beat other players. FPS and competitive racing.

Style of Play

· Progress: Rapid Advancement: wants to improve abilities, e.g. get stronger

· Story: only likes plot if events affect game

· Social: like arguing on online forum (esp. winning arguments) and play online competitive games more than any other type.

Manager

Wants a strategic or tactical challenge. Not really interested in winning unless they have earned it by playing well and understanding the game. Open games, esp. strategy and construction/management. Myers-Briggs TP, Thinking and Perceiving

· Hardcore Manager, INTP, ISTP: wants challenges which can be met, but not to be overwhelmed. Like lots of hours of play. Civ2, Homeworld.

· Casual Manager, ISTP: less imaginative, therefore want realism. Construction and management games, e.g. Sim City.

Style of Play

· Progress: steady progress. Will give up if it’s too hard.

· Story: enjoy the story on an individual level

· Social: No social aspect found

Wanderer

Wants a fun experience. Genre is unimportant. Will stop as soon as it isn’t fun. Myers-Briggs FP, Feeling and Perceiving.

· Hardcore Wanderer, INFP: play a lot of games but often consider them too hard. Enjoy completing a section in an aesthetically or stylistically pleasing way. Story is vital.

· Casual Wanderer, ENFP: want to feel they are accomplishing something but do not need to be challenged. Games are for relaxation. The Sims.

Style of Play

· Progress: New Toys. Want new things to play with more than completion.

· Story: more interested in character and emotional events than plot. Will invest their own emotional meaning into the game world.

· Social: hate arguments. Like talking to other people about what they enjoy, and casual ones are likely to show other players what they are enjoying. Hate arguments.

Participant

Largest group in population at large but smallest in survey and online data. Not enough is known about their game preferences. May be very story-oriented, and may only play as a social experience, such as Dance Dance Revolution. Wish to participate in the game story, or with other players in a social or emotional context. Myers-Briggs FJ, Feeling and Judging.

· Hardcore Participant: CRPGs seem to be their most popular game choice. Like collaboration more than competition.

· Casual Participant: like group games, whether co-operative or competitive, with other people in same room i.e. console. But will accept an interesting, immersive storyline.

Style of Play

· Progress: Narrative. Changing emotional state, of a group of players or a group of game characters.

· Story: more interested in characters and emotional events than plot, but wants to feel more in control of the story than a Wanderer would.

· Social: Multiplayer face to face.

Overall, more Casual than Hardcore gamers are women (37 % to 11 %). Participants are the only group which is predominantly women (56 % to 44 %), which may reflect the bias in the general population of this personality type.

Wanderers formed a very large proportion of the sample group (400 people). This survey plus an independent study of MMORPGs suggest that Managers are also a large sector of the gaming population.

There is a strong tendency for gameplayers to be introverts. Introverts choose to be alone to “recharge”, whereas Extroverts usually play games only if there is nobody else around. They use TV and film similarly. They are very unlikely to undertake long session of solo play.

Intuitives are pattern-seekers, and are the traditional game player, enjoying puzzle solving, lateral thinking, abstract game play and creative, original settings.

Conversely, Sensors want clear instructions and often a simpler game, plus a familiar setting such as the real world or a licence. They like branding and popularity and enjoy being part of “the next big thing”.

Sensor games may be made for example by taking a game like Quake and repackaging it as Medal of Honour.

My own thoughts: many people are probably a mix of these, and may enjoy multiple types of game. Some of the best games allow people to play in different ways.

************** back to the conference *************

And now back to the conference. 15 % of A-level computing students are female, 25 % of degree level, and the computer industry is 22 % female and dropping.

10.30: jobs for Women in the Game Industry, Viki Cairns of Aardvark Swift

A pleasant enough talk, but it basically said that there are few women in games, and fewest in technical roles. The good news is that women who do apply tend to be hired.

10.45: Wired Sussex’s Game Girl Initiative by Tara Solesbury

This sounded like a useful project but since I took no notes, it can’t have been that earthshaking…

11.30 Interventions and Recuperations: Why we get the games we get and how to make them differently. Helen Kennedy, University of the West of England.

She was a difficult speaker since she repeatedly used words whose usage I am unfamiliar with, like pedagogue (I looked this up, it means educator of the young), or used them in an unfamiliar way, such as speaking of people being “recuperated into the industry”.

She commented that games are “not racist”. (I doubt this: I imagine they are as “not racist” as they are “not sexist”. Of the 70 delegates, one or perhaps two were oriental and one maybe African (dreads, darkish skin). Massive predominance of Caucasian. It’d be interesting to see research on player racial/cultural types.)

Factors affecting the games we get are:

· Technologies: the permanent upgrade culture fuels a speed and memory obsession.

· Economics: the relationship between publisher and developers means that individual producers of games have very little room for creativity.

· Culture

Sony saw game consoles as a Trojan horse which would allow them to introduce a wide range of electronic devices into the average home.

Factors which affect whether someone goes into game development are taste, class, race and gender. Specific indicators are:

· Early contact with games (not sports)

· Early contact with computers

· Early interest in engineering (usually from dads)

· Teenage interest in D&D

· Interest in controllable fantasy worlds

· Interest in finding “other people like me”

The “pinking” of games offers an acceptable way to attract girls to games (though I feel it reinforces stereotypes and hence possibly causes trouble later on. Much debate on this one! A teacher friend of mine said that she found that boys in her class really did want games with robots, and girls really would only play them if they had teddy bears instead of robots).

She also referred to a few other interesting items. The recent book on hackers as heroes claimed that women weren’t in the hacking group because they lacked the skills. The author ignored the fact that the hacking group took place during the night in an unsafe area.

Velvet-strike creates counter military graphitti using a game engine.

The game clan Psycho Men Slayers was misreported as Psycho Men Killers, thus completely missing the joke and presenting them as man-hating rabid feminists.

1-up.com by Raina Lee is a fanzine worth checking out.

Ada Lovelace, who worked at the same time as Babbage and explored the applications of the Jacquard cards to computing, deserves to be remembered.

1.45 pm: Making Games, Playing Games, Caroline Pelletier and Diane Carr, University of London

This was a most interesting pair of reports on related projects carried out at the same school at the same time. The school was girls only.

The evening club for game design started with board games, as being more familiar and easier to experiment with. First they analysed games, asking:

· What are the rules of the game?

· How flexible are the rules?

· What makes the game enjoyable?

· How does changing the rules affect the game experience?

· How can rules from 2 games be combined?

· How can the rules be changed to make a different kind of game?

· They also discussed rewards and penalties, and strategies and choices

Then they tried some challenges, such as turning snakes and ladders into a strategy game, making Monopoly end more quickly (enthusiastic cry from the delegates at this point), or turning Cluedo into a computer game. They also took a look at a Harry Potter board game which one girl brought in.

The project is continuing, but early outcomes are clear. The girls initially thought that playing the game was the fun bit, but quickly decided that game design is fun too. Also that they can see games as an expressive media.

She also spoke about giving the girls game literacy.

The game design is seen as being a frame within which a range of experiences can be played out.

The other project was lunchtime play sessions. First the girls were asked what was their favourite game. Only 1 girl of the 9 was seen actually to play her “favourite game” most. This was thought to be because they hadn’t encountered that many games before.

The context appears to be the main determinant of which games were played, and this was strongly affected by the layout of the room. The two consoles were on either side of the door and had multiple controllers. There were about 5 PCs against the back wall, and headphones were available.

Girls would play on the consoles if they wanted to be sociable and noisy: they would stick on headphones and play PC if they wanted a quiet, solitary and more intense experience. The latter spend longer on the game and invest more (e.g. by putting on the headphones). Girls would play the console game for a bit, then hand it over to someone who was waiting for a go and do something else. Turn taking was popular with the consoles.

Imagery was the next determinant, but was not vital. A game would be discarded if not fun, and some games with female avatars on box, e.g. Matrix, were never picked up.

Harry Potter, LOTR, the Sims and Half-life were popular on the PC, with their incremental challenges and increasing complexity.

The popular console games provided instant gratification, requiring no deep skills or investment, but they are social. Popular games included Tony Hawkes (despite there only being 1 female avatar, who nobody played anyway), Mid-Town Madness.

The girls claimed that GTA3 is their favourite, but because of the certificate it could not be played in the classroom.

The researcher didn’t know how much the choice of which games they’d made available affected things (sadly they didn’t tell us all the games available).

2.05 pm: Alert and Ready to Defend: Maggie Parker, University of Teeside

She wittered on for ages about being a fine artist and mediation and stuff, but I ended up with absolutely no idea what she actually did. She showed a video of her pointing a camera at some mirrors and going round and round, while she recited a poem.

Pity really, because I think her basic premise was to create an interactive environment which promoted a calm and meditative frame of mind rather than a ready-to-fight-or-flee mentality. And this would be a fun thing to do.

2.20 pm: Research into cultural variation in game playing, Lucy Joyner, University of Abertay, Dundee.

She was a very enjoyable speaker. She works on evaluating the usability of games, and whether they will present the target user with barriers. Her main mantras are “it depends” and “do something and do it early”.

The topic of the game doesn’t seem to be important.

Three inter-relating sets of motivational factors have been identified based partly on Mazlo’s hierarchies of needs. These can be considered when evaluating concept usability.

Self-Actualisation

· Esteem

· Belonging

· Safety

· Physiological

Interpersonal Motivation

· Competition

· Recognition

· Co-operation

Entertainment Preferences

· Forms

· Concepts

· Genres

Concept Usability, Intrinsic Motivation and Game Preferences lead in and out of each other. Intrinsic motivations include:

· Challenge: may be incremental, involve lots of learning, be a direct challenge against a person.

· Curiosity: go for goal, or explore on the way and chat?

· Control

· Fantasy

The Scottish Usability Lab (SOUL) could be handy for testing usability at alpha or beta stages (or perhaps earlier), also for help with grant applications.

Gaze analysis suggests that girls look more in the centre of the screen, boys more around the edge, making the Theme Hospital messages harder for them to see. She also noted that all the doctors in the game are male, all the nurses and the receptionist female.

The British and Korean markets are apparently very similar, but as is well known the Japanese market is incomprehensible to Westerners.

2.35 pm: The Game Plan, Mathilde Favre

I seem to have no notes on this. I think it was a vaguely successful training scheme trying to get women to work in games.

2.50 pm: Alternative Dispute Resolution, Sandi Kurkdijan (litigation lawyer)

Sandi gave us a useful booklet about methods of avoiding litigation, and which ones might be appropriate when. Mediation sounds like a particularly useful one, and her favourite, especially as it is very cheap. Basically it works when both parties would rather find a solution than not, and it can avoid people becoming entrenched in their positions because they do not want to risk having to pay the increasing costs of the litigation.

It doesn’t work when one party wants their day in court more than they want a solution.

Some top tips include:

When writing contracts, include procedures for dispute resolution. For example, if a dispute arises then <named people> must meet within 1 week. If they cannot resolve it, then CEOs of the 2 companies must meet within a certain time, and if that doesn’t work, then the two companies must go to mediation with a previously agreed mediation body.

Normally, people are so glad to be signing a publishing contract that they don’t put all this stuff in, but it’s much better to get it agreed at the start.

It’s particularly important that the representatives of both companies have the authority to agree terms at the mediation session. If anyone has to go away and ask for confirmation, the whole thing will fall down.

Usually, a day of mediation grinds people down to the point where they are willing to make compromises just so they can go home. When setting up a mediation session, do not give people too much food or drink! You want them to be keen to finish, not too comfortable.

Most industries have an agreed arbitration body. The games industry does not.

3.05 pm: Animation for Games, Yasumiko Lo, Climax

Yasumiko has come from mainstream animation, hired to work on Symphony of Light. This has been renamed, redesigned, sold to Microsoft and nearly completed. Her brief has been to improve the animation in the games by reference to mainstream animation techniques. However, she has identified some ways in which game animation needs to differ. This talk did not relate to gender issues, but it was interesting and also it was valuable to have one talk at least which presented straight technical information.

The purpose of animation is to cheat our eyes and give us a visual impression of convincing movements, forces, weights etc. as we see images such as skeletons and levers.

In order to regenerate the action and reaction, we need a full understanding of the world, how we perceive those actions and reactions. Key factors are:

· Strong key poses

· Good timing

· Anticipation

· Secondary motion

· Exaggeration

· Cinematic camera

A big difference between conventional and interactive animation is that it’s subject to control by the player and the code. The player makes moves, and the animation must match their key strokes. The code controls the animation, running frames at certain points in the code cycle. So the artist loses control of their animation.

Game animation needs much stronger poses than film. Exaggerated pose shifts, e.g. deep crouch before a high leap, can distract the player into slightly slowing down their keystrokes, giving more time for the animation to complete before they try another move.

Movement needs to be faster since even with distraction, the player doesn’t want to feel they’re waiting for the animation to complete before they can move again. A combo move is an extreme example. However, you can’t cut out the anticipation or the ending, because then the action would look unrealistic. You can cut frames from the middle of the action, using just 1 frame per extreme of the action, e.g. sword extreme left, sword extreme right.

Secondary motion is usually just indicated with dangling hair, but you can use the skeleton itself to indicate the force of the completed movement, e.g. waving or bending legs. Again, steal time from the main action to give the skeleton bounce.

Use the distance travelled to imply force, and stretches and squashes to the skeleton can imply flight, landing and recovery.

If you don’t treat the camera like a real camera, people will get disoriented because they are used to real cameras.

3.20 pm The Hidden Gamer, Suzie Cardwell, 3RD Sense

Recent figures (MSN) shows 8.75 million online players per month, of whom 5.4 million – 62 % - are females aged 25-44, the bulk of whom are playing games such as tetris, bejewelled and wordsearch.

Games for iTV (interactive TV) gave figures:

· 5.6 million players / 2.2 million women

· YooPlay 800 k players / 450 k women

· Playjon (? My writing unclear, soz.) 900 k players / 450 k women

These are 2004 figures and show that just over 50 % of their players are female.

60 – 70 % of the women are aged 25 – 45, and are office workers, students or stay-at-home mums. They play at home, in the office or at college. They play 3-4 times per month for 20 – 40 minutes at a time. They play during lunchtime, or in the evening after the kids are in bed (8 – 10 pm).

They are playing games which are easy to learn, impossible to master, usually with no end point. They offer quick distraction and are immersive and addictive. These include puzzle, word, trivia, card, strategy and quiz games.

Common features include:

· Level based: gives sense of progression and completion

· Time: games may be time-limited

· Points: people like big numbers and seeing their name on a scoreboard

· Easy controls

· Instructions: women want there to be clear instructions and will email to complain if they are not there.

· Bold bright colours

There is a big demand for more games like this.

How do you turn the online game into money?

For a developer, you can make games for advertisers and relating to specific brands, charging £5 – £15 k per annum for 1 game on a couple of sites. A game should take 2-3 weeks to develop. Ads on interactive TV can give excellent brand recall and have a real effect on sales (she quoted an example of a soft drink her company promoted via a game).

Publishers can look to advertise on sites, to sell the games as downloads and pay to play. You can also charge people to enter competitions; if you get a high enough score you are invited to pay a quid to enter a paying competition.

4 pm: Women and the UK Games Industry, Aleks Krotoski

Aleks is doing research into the UK female gamer and MMOs. Oddly, she doesn’t play them (I think she said she was afraid of having her life taken over).

According to the ELSPA 2000 info, the average female gamer is adult 30-35, while the average male is 15-19. British female hardcore gamers are the 2nd most dedicated in Europe after Germany, playing 8.8 hours per week. They are likely to be “interstitial” players, gaming for 1-2 hours at a time. They are cautious investors, buying either games which a friend has recommended or a franchised title, and waiting until the price falls and the game’s reputation is proven.

The boys play for 9-14 hours per week in 3+ hour sessions.

Accordion to the ELSPA Game Vision Autumn 2003 report, girls up to age 15 play as much as boys, but after that, boys become introverted and focus on their internal changes: girls turn outwards and want social activities. Women often engage in partner play, but usually like the games when they try them.

Women claim to have less leisure time, by 2 hours per day. They reject the self-representation implied by games and sport. They reject games out of fears of them being violent or taking over their lives.

The proportion of women who are internet users has risen from 6 % to 52 % in 10 years in the US.

Women’s Top 10 Games

1. Devil May Cry *

2. Ratchet & Clank

3. Zelda

4. Final Fantasy *

5. Colin McRae

6. Resident Evil

7. Bust a Move

8. FIFA *

9. The Sims

10. Tekken

* = also in boys’ top 10.

What do women want (in games)?

11. Good story

12. Characterisation

13. Choice

14. Freedom to be anyone

15. No goal fascism (cannot progress until you beat the boss)

16. Personalized approaches

17. New and unexpected challenges

18. Pick up and play

19. Simplistic interface

20. Immersion

21. Emotional Involvement

22. Identification with characters

23. Good atmosphere

24. Well balanced pace

25. Complex puzzles

26. Community

27. Familiarity

(my view is that many of these factors are generally desirable, for men as well, and that keys are quality and combining several possibilities.)

MMOs offer:

28. Open-ended gameplay

29. Strategy

30. Exploration

31. Relationships

32. Communities

33. You don’t have to find all the coins or the key to progress

34. Asset accumulation

12 –20 % of women playing MMOs play fantasy games. 60 % of female MMO players are playing the Sims online, which is similar to the fantasy games, but in a contemporary setting.

Again, the women playing MMOs tend to be 30-35 years old, in a relationship, and 70 % of them play with their male partner. Many are new mums, who find that the games help them feel less isolated. Couples go online to work out issues in their relationships via roleplay.

http://www.nickyee.com/ is a collector of stats on online games.

Ultima can be seen as shopping for men. They kill something, get money, and buy a cool sword.

Mobile games have a higher female player and developer component.

Long plot dumps are seen as time-wasting. Scattered save points are also bad.

Women like varied gameplay. Women fear failure, especially in public.

Prince of Persia is recommended.

Social Interactions

Anonymity enhances rapid bonding, like the meeting on a train scenario. People feel they do not need to be responsible for expressing their true thoughts, and by repeated meetings, people develop bonds. Chat rooms only allow bonding by exposure: MMOs allow shared experience and learned trust. People report that online they are “being more themselves” and also assume that everyone is being as honest as they are.

Female players are more likely to engage in group activities and remeet the same people. They are also more loyal, and less likely to switch to a new game unless they organise a mass migration. They report a greater satisfaction with the game than men do (because community is key).

Women are 10 % more likely to hold elected positions of power online. They are regarded as trustworthy, competent and approachable. They are more likely to believe that they can learn from online experience and transfer it to offline experience – women want useful things!

Pitfalls and Problems

Women are besieged by sex/gender responses. Male players play soft, offer gifts, proposals, help. And someone in the conference said she found that if you admit you are female, the men immediately shoot you.

85 % of gender benders are men, and they can usually be spotted. Girl gender benders use it to vent aggression: they play as females to learn and develop. Beating a monster is great after a bad day. It seems that players of MMOs may be more likely to go to university, be promoted etc.

Online play allows experimentation in a “free territory”, a concept which was invented in theory in 1969 and its lack was bemoaned. In a free territory you can explore aspects of yourself. Exploration is fun and SAFE. A woman can wander around alone.

However, abuse is possible. In Lambda Moon (I can’t track this down, and it might have been lambda mu or anything similar), an early MUD, a hacker took over two women’s’ personas and made them say sexually degrading things. The women were traumatised: the men took it less seriously.

Each quarter there are 25 k more people using X-Box online. Currently about 100,000. Sony claim around 50,000.

Notes on Speakers: Friday

9.30 am: The PowerBabe Game, Camilla Lyngbo Hjort

English demo at http://powerbabe.shockwaved.com/eng/index.php

“The Bitch Game” was created as a web game to prove that “pink and girly” gameplay based on girl-style social interactions could be popular. It was very successful, with up to ½ the target age-group girls in Denmark registering.

Camilla then wrote a novel and the combination attracted more attention. A TV show is now being made, using the game iconography and set. We saw the pilot, which has just been finished. They are also working on a Playstation game and several other attempts to convert the successful brand into money.

The success of the game makes it more expensive to host (more demand on servers). So now they are selling slogans, screensavers etc. via mobile phones, with varying success. Sales are good in Norway where girls are very cutting edge. They are also wondering about selling the Playstation game (in development) in fashion or book shops.

Note: Sheri Ray said in conversation that they tried selling McKenzie & Co in clothes shops, with no real success. The marketing ploy which worked was to take a travelling fashion show to shopping malls, with a booth at the side demonstrating and selling the game. That worked, and then word of mouth started to happen. Sales of the game were not awesome, but were good.

The clothes that the girls wear in the game will be sold in Scandinavia and the Netherlands (Camilla spoke of “back catalogue”).

Interestingly, the girls playing the game don’t seem to be bothered by the victimisation or feel socially excluded: they keep coming back. There is also no censorship or moderation as yet because there seems to be no problem. When men do play the game, they can usually be spotted because they put their character into a very small bikini. And they are also spotted by their chat, and are rapidly removed from the game by the other players.

Someone asked whether you could choose a fat character: Camilla said they’d probably add that to the PS game, but on the web game, the character elements must match so they’ve kept them all slim.

Your outfit is evaluated on style: not sure whether this is by the game or just by the other players.

You can trivially change your identity. Games are quick and casual. The game is won by 2 players together, who earn points.

The peak age of players is 14, and players spend on average 29 minutes playing.

· Danish game: the most loyal girls have won more than 3,000 games each. A year after release, there are 2,300 – 3,500 daily logins, and more than 50 % of Danish girls have played the game.

· Norwegian game: 31 % of users register their mobile phone number. In April 2004, 12 % of the users who logged in per day also bought an SMS. 80 % of what the purchasers of extras buy is fashion (clothes for characters).

· Dutch game (called sanoma): 785 new girls register daily. In March 2004 there were 5,800 logins per day. In that month there were also 28,700 unique users, each of whom was logging in at least 6 times per months.

The game is all about ganging up. You get points by being liked and being subtle. The game is turn-based and rather resembles either scissors-paper-stone or Ace of Aces for more than 2 players. The results sequence is totally self-explanatory, and the rules are trivial although the consequences can be subtle. There is no built-in long-term gameplay, though people may recognise your name and persona from game to game.

In Norway girls buy extras via their mobiles, such as extra moves, the ability to control the environment and new outfits. The “cool noodle” move which is so cool that you get points just for doing it is not popular. Girls prefer to buy fashion over victory.

The game show is set in a very pink studio, with an associated ladies’ room. The pilot shows less chat than I think the full programme is supposed to have. There are a number of games which have various prizes. The girls get to choose these from a table, in order.

One game is about bitchy name calling: each girl must assign a name to each other girl, such as bitch, freak, bimbo, know-it-all and drama queen. However, you win by predicting what the other girls will call you.

At a certain point in the game, the two winners get to choose their cliques. Each clique has a girl who is the leader, a chosen friend of the leader and a wannabee.

There’s a game in which the girls choose between boys, and guess which boy the other clique will pick. It’s pretty weird, as the boys have to do a little spiel to  sell themselves to the girls…I kept wondering what they really thought.

Each clique also reveals a sleazy secret, and the other clique must guess which girl did it.

Most of the games are clever takes on prisoners’ dilemma and various similar logic games. The final game is the most evil. One clique wins out over the other and gets to play a game within the clique. The girls must all secretly choose whether to keep or share their prizes so far. The leader and chosen girl are likely to have the best prizes at the beginning of this game.

Each of the 3 possible pairs of girls goes off into the bathroom to negotiate, while the presenter interviews the one left out. In the pilot, the two popular girls chose to share so as not to risk losing what they’d got, but the wannabee said “I want that designer gear, and they’ve been dumping on me all through the games”. So she chose Keep, and got everything + $2000 dollars. I believe that if you all choose share, everyone keeps what they’ve got, but I don’t know what all the other possibilities are.

The pilot has limited characters, because they needed girls who spoke fluent English and were confident, but it’s hoped that the Danish show will include a wider variety of personality types.

The boys who featured in the pilot were very hard to manage, as they just wanted to take over.

The reaction of the audience was very interesting, as most of us are people who’ve suffered in this kind of popularity contest. You could see everyone shrink back in shock and horror, and the feeling that we were being betrayed by someone who was pandering to stereotypes. I think that most of us were at least partially won over by the cleverness of the games and the way in which she had made games out of non-standard, and very social-oriented, mechanics. However, some could not forgive the fact that it appears to reinforce gender stereotypes, for example not allowing any remotely techie career paths in the PS game (fashion, PR etc., no games developers!).

I found the whole thing really cringy and nasty, and it made me feel disturbed and defensive. On the other hand, it’s extremely clever and is very honest about issues which are often swept under the carpet, and about the pain and difficulty of social exclusion. In the end I felt that it was really interesting and I like the way it brings the social dynamic out into the open. Mind you, I’ve tried the game and lost twice because I couldn’t speak the same language as the other two girls, and they ganged up on me – which I didn’t enjoy! Perhaps when the game goes live there will be enough English speakers that I can blend in.

This was certainly the only presentation which shocked the audience, or which seemed controversial.

What Girls Like

Girls like to play games but of a different kind. They want:

· Entertainment based on their lives and experiences

· Social gameplay with emotional drama

· Narrative context more than abstract scores.

· Interactivity that helps them explore their identity

· Communication with their own kind

Mobile phones, internet, network and Eyetoy games are all popular.

The Playstation game is a kissing game instead of a fighting game. Camilla has had the same experience as me, of trying to persuade developers and publishers that games can be made which revolve around social interactions. She has done better in that she has proved her point by getting a game up and running. However, I think it’s still an uphill battle: apparently the men keep trying to put in more conventional mini-games and she has to haul them off and insist that they will NOT be shooting games…

Since there are to be no puzzle, driving or fighting games, and not too many dance games, they have invented a lot of personality games. E.g. you have to be nice around Kitty, but Milla needs to be made to respect you. You have to take a job in the game, and you start off with something low grade like handing out the right folders to the different people you see in the street.

The budget is coming from TV/media no game publishers: they see content and people (like herself) as a commodity. Camilla has a Ba Lit in cultural studies.

11.15 am Games that women want to play, design workshop

I missed this because I was chatting to one of the speakers. But I did hear the games which the groups came up with.

Group 1: game with no title, intended as a scenario for the 40 + woman. Multiplatform, with multiple input devices on a secure database, accessible by mobile, console and web. I got little idea of what the game actually was, apart from a comment about it being a virtual dollshouse.

Vigdis: you play a wise woman/warrior  woman in a post-apocalyptic society in which only women over 40 have survived. You are trying to rebuilt the world, by finding people with engineering and other skills, sperm banks etc. They didn’t explain how a load of women over 40 were going to have enough kids (maybe scientists can give you extended fertility?)…you could play as a fertile queen, scientist, spiritual leader, engineer. PC MMO. Gain points for your experience.

Villa Party: a virtual holiday on mobile phone for the 25 +. For busy networking professionals, played on web-enabled phones and PDAs with picture display. You would use (e.g.) Orkut to find people who want the same kind of holiday. Get 10 together and you can get your villa holiday. Nice idea, but they didn’t go into what your holiday would consist of. Still, I love the co-operative idea, and that groups might go on repeated holidays.

Wait For Me: intended to get older and younger players engaged in co-operative play. One player uses the Eyetoy and the other the controller. The character with the Eyetoy would draw ladders and snakes to allow the other player to get around the room. They would probably have a common goal. The idea is that the older player initially uses the Eyetoy so that they don’t need to feel they’re using a controller, but that as they get used to it, they will want to swap roles.

Golden Age: a nostalgic opportunity to reshape your life. An action adventure. You go backwards through events, such as retirement, significant birthday. The game requires voice control that works (this was the only game which required a new technology). You can save anywhere. The idea is that you can wipe out your mistakes, and leave a message for your younger or older self. You may speed up as you get younger. The display will need to address failing eyesight. It’s a PC game.

Monsterverse: MMORPG in which players are zoologists for cool monsters. You catch, study and keep monsters: make your own monsters: conquer people to get shreds of DNA (defeated monsters are hurt but get over it). Monsters can interbreed, giving their progeny to both owners. Multiple goals – park, breeder, even get a strong monster to build you a castle. Maybe exercise or play with your monster on your game mobile. Visually very kitsch e.g. Hello Kitty, with simple controls.

Midlife Crisis: for 40 + females who have been bullied into trying technology but are scared of games. PC game for lunch-hour. “Live your wildest fantasy in your lunchtime” – pure escapism. You pick an outfit and like in Mr Ben this determines your fantasy. There are simple easy puzzles and minigames which allow you to win a fantasy companion, either a famous personality or someone you choose, and then you go on an adventure with them, e.g. white water rafting, dinner. Or you can dump them and try a different game. Shallow learning curve, instant gratification, multiplayer component (not sure exactly what). Great expansion pack possibilities.

The Dead Elephant: …it’s in the room but nobody’s talking about it. This is based around a dysfunctional family at a major event such as a funeral after a mystery death. You play a benevolent spirit who can go through the memories of the family members. You can give them an impetus to sort out their problems. Rated 15 because some content may be quite adult (dark secrets). You will see the same events from different viewpoints. Game has emotional depth.

These games all use existing hardware, taking into account the fact that women are usually a generation behind on hardware. Also the designers were more interested in exploring content than technology.

1.30 pm Gender Inclusive Game Design, Sheri Graner Ray

Moderator of www.igda.org/women

Sheri began with a disclaimer saying that she knows that people do not all fall into neat male/female categories, that people are complicated, and that when she says “men” and “women” she is talking about broad trends rather than individuals.

She worked on McKenzie & Co, for American Laser Games. This was self published and self marketed, and sold 80,000 units, which was a lot for those days. Barbie Fashion Designer however sold 600,000 in its first year, and broke the wall between the computer and the person, integrating the game into the play. Girls moved freely between their Barbie doll and their computer.

In 1997 the big money tried to recreate the success of Barbie, but they didn’t take on board that only Barbie is Barbie. The games sold less well than BFD, so budgets for girl titles were cut, so they sold less, so budgets were cut…

In 1999, Purple Moon went under. Mattel sold their interactive division and gave up doing Barbie games at all. There is currently a backlash against girls playing games, and games are marketed in such a way as deliberately to exclude girls. People who used to say “girls don’t play games” are saying it again, confident in their preconceptions and ignoring as “freaks” the games which have proved that girls will play games which are right for them.

Markets need to expand. Females aged 15-25 control 14 billion dollars of disposable income. 52 % of internet users are female, and 70 % of casual online gamers are female.. However, only 10 % of traditional PC gamers are female, 15 % of console players and 20 % of MMOs.

There are barriers which prevent women from playing the latter games. And just putting it in a pink wrapper or using cutesy pictures doesn’t work, e.g. rejigging Doom as fluffy kittens throwing marshmallows…

At this point I made a note to rush out and buy Sheri’s book “Gender Inclusive Game Design”.

Barriers to Women’s’ Gaming

· Learning Styles

· Prices of Failure

· Avatars

· Communication

· Production Environment

Learning Styles

Male

Risk taker: boy runs up, throws a quarter into the arcade machine and says “how does it work?”. Boys are explorative style learners

Female

Risk averse: wants to know how it works first. Girls are modelling/imitative style learners: girl watches attract loop and other players

Most games appeal to the explorative learning style. Disney’s interactive ride Aladdin was studied: girls appeared to enjoy the ride but afterwards on a questionnaire said that they wouldn’t recommend it to a friend. Sheri told Disney to take the helmet out and let people learn about it, learning how it feels and what the buttons do. Someone said “oh I get it, girls don’t like getting their hair mussed…” gah. When Disney did as she recommended, there was a 27 % increase in girls saying they’d recommend the ride.

Female-type learners want something like Video Professor http://www.videoprofessor.com/, which says what to do, and then you do it. This has been designed to teach women at home how to use a computer, and it’s very successful.

Tutorials need to use imitative models, and examples can be taken from educational software.

Price of Failure

Male

Failure is punished by death: underlying principle of punishment for error

Female

Failure is punished by removing access to a feature temporarily or slowing progress: principle of forgiveness for error

Parenting theory says there should be no irretrievable loss for failure, and there should be forgiveness after the punishment.

Generally, games should avoid imposing irretrievable loss. A major MMORPG has switched from death meaning you lose a level and probably your stuff, to death meaning that you operate at a bit of a handicap for a while, then go back to where you would have been if you hadn’t died. Women really hate games where if you die you have to do the whole level or game again.

Avatar

This is your hero. You want to be the hero of the story. Heroes should be young, strong and fertile/virile, so these traits are exaggerated. And yes, we do want our avatars to be attractive.

Male Hero

Big shoulders, slim waist, slim hips, long thick hair

Female Hero

Big high breasts, slim waist, round bum, long thick hair

The difference is that female avatars tend to display exaggerated physical signals of sexual receptivity, but the male ones don’t. For both genders, these signals are:

· Red full lips

· Heavy lidded eyes

· Heavy breathing (shown by open mouth)

· Erect nipples

Males have the obvious extra signal.

These female avatars are saying “I’m ready for sex now”. Now, Cosmo sexualised women, but they are telling you “if you use this perfume you can look like this woman when you choose”. They are not saying you must be her all the time.

Hypersexualised female avatars make women feel uncomfortable, and put them off playing the game.

Artists could use female athletes as body models and teams must focus test with female players.

Sheri showed us female avatars, and we ground our teeth and winced. She then showed us images from Calvin Klein adverts, and we all laughed because we could just imagine how men would feel on being told that they had to choose that as their avatar in order to play the game. And Sheri said that she usually gives the talk to men, and indeed they do cringe massively and suddenly begin to get the point.

However, she has not found anyone who will create her a hypersexualised male avatar, even for a copy of the book. Nobody wants to do it…but just try showing these pics (below) to a man as his potential avatar, and see whether he buys your game…though note that even the CK guys tend to have their mouths shut – they don’t look as though they are panting.
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Communication

Men and women have different communication styles. Phoenix online university expected to level the playing field between men and women but didn’t. Bulletins were used for course communications. Females use questions to build rapport, e.g. “it’s hot today, isn’t it?”. Males attempt to dominate. Females are more formal than men: they say please and thank you more, and use more emoticons.

On the bulletins, if the females had successfully built rapport, then the men would use sexual humour especially with female putdowns. When this happened, the females would just shut up, leaving the bulletins, for up to 3 days. Thus the women were effectively excluded from the university.

This is a general trend: women will simply walk away if they feel unwelcome or uncomfortable.

Therefore games should avoid content which contains sexual humour based on put-downs of women. Command text should be checked for formality and rapport-building usage. Also check that your commands do not include terminology which is industry specific.

Production Environment

An interesting test was performed in which groups were asked to build games to teach fractions to boys, girls and to children in general.

· For boys, the groups came up with button-masher games.

· For girls, the groups came up with something which wasn’t a game at all, more like a flashcard set, and was not interesting.

· When asked to design for children in general, they came up with something like the boys game.

This shows how games are made for boys by default. So teams must explicitly state that they intend games for women. And you must not exclusively use “he” for the player. Yes, technically speaking that is correct use of language, but in practice it encourages people to forget or trivialize the question “but what if the player is female?”.

Starter Actions to Improve Gender Inclusivity

· Adjust tutorials to allow modelling learning styles

· Consider forgiveness for error rather than punishment

· Make female avatars attractive but not hypersexual

· Always as “what if the player is female?”

And the way to sell this to your company is on bottom dollar. Why exclude a huge potential market just to pander to those men who would have bought the game anyway? (this latter is my comment).

As customers, men are very fickle, but women are sticky customers who are usually very loyal to a brand. My comment is that it’s ironic that publishers, who are risk averse, target the risk taking, fickle part of the market to the exclusion of the risk averse, loyal women.

An artist among the delegates said that in one of their games, female characters were posed in a lesbian-style position. She said nothing, but modelled two male characters in a suggestive pose and mailed it around the managers…at which point the lesbians disappeared…

More of my thoughts: in how many other industries of this size do people deliberately try to exclude customers?

Women like inclusive games, quality games and games with appealing subjects. Miss any of those and you will lose them.

Comments on the Conference as a Whole

Programme Content

The organisers made a good decision to have only women speakers. This meant that the programme was truly dominated by women’s views, and there were interesting and surprising speakers. I think that it would have been a mistake to go for just big name speakers, because that would have led to a masculinising of the conference. The women were all given greater prominence and there was no risk of them being dominated by charismatic male speakers.

General Concepts

We heard a lot of different accounts of What Women Want, but there were common factors to be found. One big lesson is not to assume that you know what a particular market sector wants. You must go out and look, and you must read the existing research because many of your assumptions will be wrong.

The strongest theme of the conference seemed to be that women will play many kinds of games but can be completely put off by certain barrier factors. This seems to be more important than the specific genre or subject of a game, although certain topics or franchises will attract more or less interest.

3D TV

We were shown a big 3D TV which the art department has. It’s very cool, but you do lose the focus and the 3D effect if you move out of the “sweet spot”. I’m not sure people will really be able to relax and watch movies or play games if they have to hold their heads still…

Location/Organisation

The conference was very cheap (stunningly good value in fact), which meant that students and people from small companies could attend – fantastic. I felt people were viewing it as a working conference rather than a jolly. The main room was comfy and handy for toilets, with a courtyard outside where people could congregate. It was particularly nice that the smokers remained part of the main group, because they only had to step outside and it was easy and pleasant to join them for a chat. The evening meal was within easy walking distance, at Pizza Express down at Gunwharf Quays. This was also well organised, with everyone choosing their dishes in advance so service was reasonably paced. We were able to walk around outside the restaurant, chat outside, and then go on to a pub afterwards.
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