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In this chapter, we address the problern of girl appeal in game software Into a
markst that had long been dominated by male consumers sprung “Barbis Fash-
ion Designer” in November 1956, Produced and developed by Mattal Medis for
girls six and older, it sold more than 500,000 copies in its first two months of
zales. We are not sure if it should be ciassified as a game {and thia point will
be discussed Juter), but the significance of "Barbie Fashion Designer” is that it
is the first piece of entertainment software to garner a mass market with girls.

We analyze why and how the “Barbie Fashion Designer” CD-ROM sug-
veeded with young girls, where so many others failed before it. To develop an
azcount of game festures that girls find appealing, we draw from recent re-
search on computer and video garmes, resenrch o children’s play and television
preferences, and ressarch by software developers. Qur hope is that this analysis
will {iluminate for parents, educators, researchers, and software developers
general principles for gitl appeal in computer softwrare.

Background

Ten years ago when we embarked on our research on the effects of video games
on cognitive processes, we were struck by the fact that video games were a
largely male pastime. Not only did young boys play video games more often
than girls both at home and in arcades {Dominick 1984; Lin and Lepper 1987;
Rushbrook 1985}, but this difference persisted into the college years {Morlock
et al. 1985}, Morzover, one of the mest comprehensive survey studies of the
19805 found that even kindergartners of both genders viewed video games as

more appropriate to boys {Wilder, Mackie, and Cooper 1985). At the same time,
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- ' gﬂmea were genamiiy the ﬁI&i’, ma}at ﬁ&que;nt c;hﬂdhwﬁ s:ﬁmgmtﬁr NPT i

_ :ém& Therefore we, like m;hﬁrs, wgre concerned that females might be at'a
B '&maﬁm!:age whm computer ﬁsage was concerned becauss of the speculation
- that mm;;utar amﬁ video games gmm&& an easy lead-in to computer literacy

8 floftus and mfm maa Eimenﬁeid 1984; Gmenﬁazd and Cocking 1996; Kiesler
o "em 1985). . .

o Dur iﬂtﬁf&ﬂ m  the quastmn of gveneier 5;}&51;&@:? in video games was

* heightened by our own chservations during & training study with 2 nonviolent
game, “Marble Madoess” condusted in the late 1980s {Subrabmanyam and
Greenfield 1994, 1956). Our goal in that study was to assess the affects of video
game iraiming on spatial skills. Even before we had started testing, we were

 struck by how difficult it was w recruit girls—in 2 coeducational sports camp,

not ene girl signed up to participate in our study This was %o desplte our con-
gent letter clearly stating that participants would have to play either “Marble
Madness,” an action-maze gume, or “Conjecture)” & word game. Wi had deliber-
ately selected 2 nonaggressive game, “Marble Maodness” to ensure that the
game would be equally appealing o both genders {Malone 1951). Yet we found
that the boys in our study wers much more enthusiastie about the training
sessions in which they played the video game.

We also found that very soon into the training session, the beys figured
out the intricacies of the game, such 28 the different levels and the stratsgies
sppropriate o each; they were also seen comparing notes about the levels they
had reached and the scores they had obtained. This whole-hearted sbeorpion
in the game wag missing ameng the gitls, who were not overtly enthusiastic
about playing and sesmed almost relieved when they finished their training
session Interestingly, many of the boys in the contral group who had to play

the word gams, “Conjecture,” during the training, begged for end were givennan

opportunity w play “Matble Madness” at the conclusion of the sxperiment;
none of the girls in the control group either asked for ar played "Marble Mad-
niess” when given an opportunity to do so at the conclusion of the experiment.
Although anecdotal, our shservations wers in Iine with other findings that fe-
males are not as interested in video games as males are,

In the years since, despite efforts by software developers to atiract girls
to video games, they have remained Jargely a male provines Most comrer-
cially available video games still do not reflect the interssts and tastes of half
of the potential game-playing population, namely girls (Kafai 1996). In ane sur-
vey, Kubey and larson (1990} found that 20 percent of game playing among

nine- to fifteen-year-olds was done by boys. With the recent advancement of e
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mummedja interactive mmpm&r Sys’iﬁmge an& g;e ?ﬁwezﬁg amm&aga am:i | -. :_.5{' S
-sound effects available in CIROMs, the arcads snvironment has invaded our

homes, causing more concern among e@imaﬁm parents, and m&ust;}' watch-

ers that girls are not big consumers of mmpuw games. T&m’e ha&s been some ‘

industry responise 1o these concems, and games targm‘e& exc}usaw}y for girls
have come out on the market The sarly attempts to make video games appesl-

ing to girls largely consisted of having femals pm:agémsts and making the
content nonviolent. The gendering of games was furthered by the advertising,
promotion, and packaging of the games in the ubiguitous pink and purple
boxes (Kinder 1596). Despite these efforts, software designed for girls has not

caught the fancy of girls, and the crowids in the video game aisies of toy stores
 and in arcades are mbsthy %myﬁ {Goldstain 1994). It is also relevant that the
readership of magazines addressed to video game players is at least 30 percent
male (Kinder 1995).

Why Did “Barble Fashion Designer” Succeed?: Features That Attract Cirls
Undoubtedly “Barbie Fashion Designer” benefited from the Barbie franchise and
the retailing clout of Matrel's $1.7 billion industry behind it; yet the fact tha
other Barbie-based gamnes such a3 “Barbie Story Makes,” “Barbie Print and Blay”
and “Barbie as Rapunzel] all released simultanecusty, were not such TUnaWway
suZcesses suggests that there might be mare to its success than the presence
of Barbie and rhe hot-pink packaging

Our analysiz of the success of "Barbie Fashion Designer” is strongly influ-
anced by the seminal work of Yasmin Kafai (1996), who explorsd what nine- to
ten-year-old children wanted in video gemes by studying what they produced
when given the skills and opportunities to create their own games. Her work
revealed consistent gender differences in the kinds of games boys and girls
create-—not only do gitls prefer less violence, but they alss prefer different
kinds of games, game characters, and game worlds.

Kafai (1996} concluded that whereas boys designed games resembling com-
mercially available games such as Nintendo, girls did not; furthermore, at the
timie of the study, the girls stated that “they had no particular interest in pursu-
ing videa garoe-playing because they did not like the games, their content, and
their viclent aspects™(p. 62). Thus, existing games generally reflected boys™ but
net girls' wstes, Because this lad to less video game experience for girls, we
believe that the girls’ designs in the study were less influsnesd by availahle
video game models than boys' games were.
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Mﬂsl impﬁﬁaﬁt}}f, We assuimna ﬁhat gam& demgns I‘ﬂﬂ&ﬁt gamé gr&femn&e& :""- "

A .j even if these preferences have been accommodated by the markey; action vides

games srcommodate the tastes of boys, who thersfore have more environmen-

- 1al experience with computer games than girls. However, prior sxperienceisa B
WO-wWaY street, Children, like adults, are active selectors of their environments; o

o they are not simply passxw recipients of environmental influences {Scary and

McCartney 1983) At the sams time, their selections are influenced by what
environmmental epportunites are available. It follows that children's active pref-
erences would be operating as they designed games, just as these same prefer-
ences would operate gs they selected games to play

Given this line of reasoning, analysis of the game themes, settings, anima-
 tions, and interactions developed by the children in Kafais study (1996) can
provide ug with clues about the game features that are likely to appeal to the
different genders. Our analysiz #s organized into subsections, each of which
examines game features identified by Kafal snd others: type of action, game
genres and themes, game worlds, game characters, and modes of interaetion,
We will show that every one of the features that distinguish girls” game prefer-
ences from bays' are alse found in “Barbie Fashion Designer” '

Al an even more basic level, we show that basic child-development re-
search on boys® and girls” play und televigion preferences could have predicted
the gender appeal of different kinds of computer sofiware. Our thesis is that it
i# the concatenation of features identified in reseurch studies on gender and
play of various kinds that defines the success of *Barbie Fashion Designer” in
other words, the research on the telavision shows that girls watch, the play
activities that they engage In, and the computer games that they design have
turned out to have both predictive and practical value in solving the long-
standing problemn of mass-market “girl appeal” in enterizsinment software We
believe that our analysis can be of general use in developing better sofivare
for girls

"Barbie Fashion Designer” and Other Barbie Software Titles

Bafore presenting our account of play and gender, we first describe *Barble

Faghion Designer,” as well a5 some of the ather Barbie toftware titles az a com-

parison. This comparison is important becayse the other Barbie titles, released

simultsnecusly with *Barbie Fashion Designer” were not as suecessful as

*Barbie Fashion Designar” It may be that the overwhelming popularity of Barhie

dolls with young girls was a necossary element in the succsss of "Barbie
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Fashion_ Designer”; however, the lack of comparable success of the other Bar
bie software titles shows that the garbie doll theme is not sufﬁc1ent to explain

the mass-market appeal of © Rarbie Fashion Designer.’

Using “Barbie fashion Designer,” girls design clothes for their dolls by
choasing from a menu of themes such as vacation outfit or party outfit. styles
such as jacket of pants, patterns, and colors; then they print the putht on spe
cial paper backed fabric that can be run through an inkjet of laser printer. At
that point, the players use color markers, fabric paint, and other materials that

come with the package to further enhance thelr designs Finally, they assemble
the parts of the outfit following the instructions provided by the software

Other products using the Barbie franchise include “parbie Story Maker,' in
which players create animated stories starring Barbie and all her friends, "Bar:
bie Print ‘n' Play,’ in which players create personalized print projects featuring

Barbie, and “Barbie as Rapunzel a computer adventure in which players help '

Barbie rescue the pnnce :

leem. Acnon A Bamer for Gnrl§ R X

Viglent. Amon n Computer Games -
1t is widely beheved that the violent content of much video game actmty isa

" major factor in turning gxrls off video games {Malone 1981, Greenfield 1996)

While there is considerable awareness that aggresswe themes are not appealing
to girls, we re\nstt t‘n_e jssue of aggressive content as a starting point of our

analysisi————" -

Mthough \nolence remams a promment aspect —of most commerc;aﬂy IR

' avaﬂable video garnes (Provenzo 1991), this was not a!ways the case. The first '

' game Pong was nonaggresswe Aggressnon started in the second generatmn o o R

with "Breakout which mvolved destructxon but no human aggresston “Pac-; -

“man”. started ammate ‘but nonhuman aggressmn '[“ne next generauon of

' garnes such ‘as. _“The £mpufe Stnkes Back mvolved human aggressmn, ydhxc‘n

L peu.cna., v._ruh and:te

' ,'more fantast': forrn vnth Super Mano Brothe s ' It became mor
1and comba! in games suc’n a3 Mortal Kombat' Vi

lence ¢ cont ues to 'rexgn in the current generatwn of acuon games which in-

. .ch_des hties éuch as Doom Duke Nuke em “Mace, “Hexen ll and Mcrtal

E Kombdt 2" These games often have the goal of blastmg an, enemy

G through tunnels or 785 0, 5Cap

:epr-s ge'terally mous"' chcks flre off laser weapons and

i smnher-

piayer_ha




most gah&ésr_iin_volves sorneone getting killed, finding out why someone was
killed, or taking over the world (Beato 1997; De Witt 1957) )
Research suggests that girls do not find this violence apf;)ealing For in-
stance, Malone (1981) found that girls did not like a video game when an aggres-
sive fantasy theme was added to it compared to the same game without the
aggression Others (Kafai 199€; Nancy Deyo, quoted in De Witt 1997) suggest
that girls find the violent content of computer games boring. The empirica!
_+_evidence confirms that boys are more likely to play games requiring aggressive |
competition (Heller 1982, cited in Morlock et al 1986; Kiesler et al. 1985; Lin and
Lepper 1987). In line with these tastes, Kafai {1996) found gender differences in
the games desngned_ by the children regarding feedback resulting from a player’s
action during the game She reported that the feedback in boys® games was
overwhelmingly violent, whereas the feedback in girls’ games was overwhelm-

mgly nonviolent.

- Violent Action in Play | and Television

= “paralleled by the aggressive ‘nature of their play Compared to gzr!s play, boys

tasy aggression and results in more aggressive incidents (Goldstem 1994} A
general complaint regarding the play style of the two genders is that boys toys, -
video games, and play is full of violence and aggressiveness (Miedzian 1991
Tuchscherer 1988) In fact, Wegener Spohring (1989) found that, compared to 29

______.__.percent of the guts in the study,.76 .percent of the boys-owned- toy guns A-—

- common tale of many parents is how their boys end up creating guns out of
' everyday objects. such as bread, tortillas, and even shoes. One ofus (Greenﬁeld)
remembers not permlttmg her preschool son to have guns; one 'day he took
four saltine crackers in a square, removed one of the lower crackers and used
‘the remammg conﬁguranon of three crackers asa pretend gun.’ '

Research on children's play suggests that boys’ hkmg for vmlenr vxdeo games is

play more often includes activities such as play wrestling, war games, and fan- _'




 action aﬁmm cm '%:e m&ﬁ L3 hsa;.rs w&m mfer ;ﬁaymg ﬁmss ap gﬁma - _
There is also sumne recent evidence. that the piay 5&3?3@5 of m&maa boys and

girls are converging {Smg?a;r and Singﬁfr 18905 namtheie&s We CRRNOt S50ADE
the fact that these &ﬁff&renmg do exist ;n ’E:says aﬁﬂ @r‘i& isia@r aﬁﬁmt&&s and
sppeay reiam‘iy Eﬁr}y {Gﬁlésmn 1%4} e — o

ng tHas :%1@ Eﬁﬁmamfﬁame Industry ﬁgspmdgd to ﬂnmezm That Aggressive
Content I3 Mot Appealing to Girls? i

Kinder (1996} argues that because the game mﬁﬁsﬁy equates violence with ac-
tion, games targsted for girls aut@mamaﬂy lack any action (viclent or not}
 Arcording to hey, this is one reason why the sarly games for gitls, such as *Kiss)”
ard the games based on The Little Mermaoid and Beauty and the Beast were not

commercially successiul

a;;pmm to “Barbie Fashion Designer™ S

C,anmt this with the success of *Barble Fashion ﬁemg}.er Ciearly ﬁzer& o
more to designing games for girls then mgmiy removing the viclence. First,
“Barbie Fashion Designer” differs from the less successful titles by invalving a
lot of aetion in creating Barbie's clothes The comparison of *Barbie Fashion
Designer” with these less sucesssful nonviclent titles suggests that fnding non-
violent forms of sction may be part of the secrst of girl appesl in eatertain.
ment software,

--Game Genres and Game Themes

Gerres ond Themes in Computer Games

Ancther important feature of a computer or video game is the genre it belongs
to and the theme that is embedded throughout its structure, Kafal [1996) ra
parted that the games created by the children in her study Fell into the follow-
ing categories: adventure {unknown places to be exploved), sportsfskills,
teaching context, and simulation Note that Kafal asked children in a classroom

“setfing to create games to teach younger children about fractions, While rost

of the boys created adventure hunts and explorations, the games created by
the gitls were more evenly divided among adventure, skill/sport, and teaching

This difference in the game genres was related to overwhelming differ-
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ences in the undeﬂymg themes -ﬁ:f the games: Kafai E!&Eéé} w;;ﬁﬁg;gi g}g;; ngt Sl

ane gitl ﬁnm:‘pm‘at&é the conflict between good and evil and the mnque»zt of
evil in her game, whereas boys overwhelmingly did so. Unlike pirls’ games,

L ‘boys' games wers concerned with the contest between good and evil, in which
'ﬂ‘ye player on the good side fights off bad guys to achieve a goal, such as recoy-

ering stolen goods, defeating demons or aliens, or finding lost treasures. In
contrast, girls' games had few evil characters, although players sometimes had
te go through some obstacles, such as descending & mountain witheut falling
or avoiding a spider to ind an unspecified treasure.

Gender differences in game creation are replicared by gender differences
in garne consumption, Cooper, Hall, and Huff (1950} found that when students

in sixth through elghth grades were given math programs with differemt

themes, girls reported stregs when worldng with themes that involved actions
such as shooting and propelling objects through fantasy space, a5 well as none
verbal graphic feedback; in contrast, boys reported more stresy when using soft-
ware in which aggression and shooting were absent, but which invelved verbal
feedback and cooperative narratives. _

To summarize, studies of computer game desipn and game preferences
sugpest that girls are less enthusiastie than bays about the thematic embedding
of good versus evil in story narvatives Moz, as we saw earlier, do they lke the
viclent feedback that normally scoompanies such themes. Unfortunately, most
comnnerciatly availsble video games make strong use of narrative that involves
both viclence and the condlict between good and evil Given this, what kindg of
garmne themes are girls Hiely 1o find appealing? Lot vs look to research on chils
dren's social behavior az well as on their television preferenices for answers to
this question.

Genrgs and Themes in Girls’ Other Activities

The literatwre on social behavior supgests that comparsed 1o boys, gitls are more
affiliative and they are more interested in social activities {Grusec and Lytton
1288}, In thelr play activities, girls have been found to be more socially odented
than boys (Coates et al. 1975}, Aleng similar lines, the literature on television
preferences suggests that girls like television shows that portray the gentler
aspeets of interpersanal relations rather than adventure, sports activities, vio-
lence, or seience {Grusec and Lytton 1988 Korich and Waddell 1986). yle and
Hoffman {1971) reporied that by the ﬁzs:giade? bos showed an earlier prefer-
ence than girls for action programs such as Stor Trek, whersas girls preferred

Lomputer Games for Girls: What Makes Thom Play?
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fmﬂy mmmn comedies such as I Lmze Iugj; anﬁ Thﬁ Fimtgm E&ap ﬁpémﬁ, :
- which have an overwhelmingly female audience among zeenggﬁrs and zﬂiults«

- are based overwhelmingly on dramas of love and family relationships. This
- seems to be quite universal. One of us {Greenfield) abserved an exﬁumlg for -

male audience for a Mexican telenovells in a Mayan community in i:hzagas, R

Mexico. Although the teenage girls knew hardly eny Spanish, the ]an:guaga of |
the broadcast, they were able to axplain o & newcomer relationships among
all of the characters. | |

I we ook at female tastes in resding, we find that romance novels are
similar to soap operas in their thematic content. Considering the popularity of
fm‘w rales with 1 younger giris-, we note that z:hza thematic content of pa;mzar

aﬁd famﬂy mi&nmhxps

Does a preference for positive relationships necessurily preclude the apwal
of action in media? We think not. Our informal observations of reading prefer-
~ ences reveal that a popular genre among elementary school gids is that of

mysteries, exemplified inbook series such as the Boxcar mysteries, Eab}?vﬁittérﬁ .

Club, und Nancy Drew mymﬁés Books from these series typically navmte a
mystery zolved by either a female protagonist (Mancy Drew) or by proups of
children (Boxcar mysteries and Babysitter's Club), while the stories often have
some action, they 'ﬂsua}}y £ontain no vislence, Note, hawever, that these series
feature realistic, often domestis, settings and characters, as wall as fernale he-
rees, features to be explored later in this chapter

Application to Sgftware far Girls

Buged on girls’ social erientation and television tastes, we sperulate that & the-
matic emphasis on the drama of human relationships might make video pames
more appealing to girls. Many within the software industry have likewise sup-
gested that girls are partial to themes focusing on social relationships and so-
cial skills. Dangelmaier at Hi-D, a web-development company, has suggested
that “females want experiences where they can make emotional and social
discoveries that they can apply o their own lives® {quoted in Beato 1337}
Graner Ray of Herinteractive similarly suggests that girls want games which
aliow them to create “mutually beneficial solutions for socially significant prob-
bems,” which s conilicts in the social realm involving a group of people, Sohe-
ing such mﬁﬁzﬁs allows girls to use skills such a5 diplomacy. negotiaton,
compromise, and manipulation. She contrasts such games with one in which

. Kaver Subrabmanysm and Patricia 3. Gregrfreld
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o ‘_':"a igm: spaace cﬂmmanéﬁ is up agams:& 2 cﬂa&e}em sup;:i? nf enermies, the kind
Caf game thiat bﬂyﬁ seemn to like, The ressarch on cooperation versus eompetition
‘ins peer relations similarly suggests that compared to boys, girls show a grester

' j}ra&mm:e for mp&mﬁc&n {.&%ﬁgfm and jolingon 1975},

Sased oL mzz case studies of girls’ reading preferences, we speculate thar =
_ myﬁt&w hasw themes aze ki;&iy to appeal to girls in computer games as weli
if they involve mﬁpemmﬂ and positive soclal encounters, Brenda Laurel of

Purple Mosn similarly speculates that girls ke mysteries, but only in nonvie-
lent contexts in which they can explore and be cooperative {quoted in Besto
1897 Given that gitls de lke mysteries in the print media, we suggest that
girls" game&"da not have te be devold of action. However, given girls” avowed

 dislike for aggression and their preference for cooperation over competition

(ahlgren and Johnson 1979}, we speculate that in vrder to appeal to girls, the
mystery/action component in gitls' games must be nonvislent and must allow
players to salve problems or mysteries and arrive at solutions by relating to and
ﬁmpmﬁng wﬁ:h mther&

Application o "Barbiz Fashion Designer” _
New eonsider *Barbie Fashion Designer™; while it clearly has no violent content,
it also does not include any of the aforementioned themes, such as group prob-
lem solving or cooperation. However, the player is making clothes for Barble
and solving problems in order o nurture and help angther This is similar to
the goal of a character such as Nancy Drew in her mystery stories. Nurturance
is also clearly an important thems in girls' doll play and fantssy play more
generaily

It followrs that there is more to marketing games for gicls then remeving
the violence and endowing them with themes that allow cooperative goup
pley. The theme of cooperation should probably be enlarped to include nurtur-
ant behavicr, such as helping Other gape features, such as the setting of game
worlds, are closely related 1o play themes. We next turn to the creation of
slay worlds.

Microworlds

Computer Game Worlds

Kafai (1998) also reports that there wees differences between the gﬁnﬁeﬁ mxh
regerd to the fantasy-reality dimension of the worlds in which boys® and girls’

Computer Games for Sirle What Makes Them Playd




: gam@ﬁ w&r& simgmj “i"im gmmﬁ rﬁesxgﬁe{ib}* the ﬂﬁﬁﬁi“ﬂﬁ w&i’g %iﬁ’iﬁ‘? sétin i‘ann :
tasy pias:gs and i zma@mxy worlds or inmore realistic and familiar settings. She
found ﬁ'sat BiX out s;f eight girls u:sed farniliar real-life settings for thelr games,

such as a ::!asam ski sﬁa;&% aiport, ﬂfﬁ?ﬂﬂ w&h In contrast, seven out of

&ag}@i: b@ys haﬁ 2 fmtasy s&ﬁ:&;‘s@ such as an m&mm‘? ;::tgg; isimzi of ;tmzﬂtz?

Microworlds in Other Domains

Similar pattemns of difference have also been observed in the toy preferences
and pretend play of children as young as two years. (For & review of this litera-
 pure, ses Goldstein 1994, p. 115) Girls' toy choices and pretend play appear to
be based more on feality, whereas boys' fend fo be based mome on faﬁt%isy
places and events In their pretend play, girls show a preference for domestic
themnes (Tizard et 4l 1976) They “play bouse” using household objects and
dress-up clothes {Goldstein 1994). Although boys' play is not devoid of realistic
settings and props, such as cars, trains, or airplanes {Tizard et 4. 1976), they
ofien create fanmﬁy mirroworlds including adventure themes and fantasy
EYents {&aﬁﬁsﬁmn 18045, Such findings of sex-typed play and toy preferences
have been reporied for European and Asian children, as well 22 children in the
United States {Goldstein 1934}, Similarly, the mystery-book series populer with
girls, discussed earlier, involve realistic settings and svents. Another example
of this are the hudy Blame books, highly popular with girls; author Blume tells
realistic stories of teenage girls’ lives.

There are other interesting gendey differences in boys’ and girls’ play. Boys'
play generally includes more players. In contrast, girls are less likely than boys
15 pisy team sports; they are more person-oriented in their play actlvites and
- -sre-more likely to engage in mmall-scale, turn-taking kinds of games, such as
hopseotch and jump rope {Lever 1978; Winstead 1986; but see Thormne 1983, pp.
90-134 for a dizcussion of how girls and boys often ¢ress into groups and activi-
ties of the ether gender).

Research from §néusﬁy ZOUIEs ;—:uggegta sm:&r wrends. anéﬁ i.anrel of
appe&l i g;aa:is {qwted in Eeata 1?9?1,- Sh«e useﬂ a mu}ugrmgeé appr@gh 3%:&
. interviewed seven- to twelve-yearolds and cbserved the play styles of boys
and girls when given props and other pretend products; she talked to people
imwfzdgwﬁlﬁ about children's play-~toy store owners, teachers, scout leaders,
© .. . and coaches; and finally, she examined the research lterature on play theory,

L brain-based sex differences, and primate social behavior. Laurel found that, in

gaveri Subrahmanyam and Patricla . Grednhield




_their pretend play nglS en;oyed role playmg the lwes of people in famlhar set

tings that they create with props; they also liked to be in settings where they'

could practice their wel] deveioped verba} skills. '

Everyday observanon of glrls play confirms that the preferred pretend p] ay |

activity of girls is dress-up and role play of familiar characters. As the mother

of a girl and a boy and as a frequent host to play sessions, one of us (Subrah-
manyarn)} has noted consistent differences in the pretend play of her daughter

and son and their same-sex friends The girls like to act out everyday roles in
elaborately set up replicas of familiar settings using props--playing teacher,
mother, father, sister or waitress at school, home, or restaurant In contrast,

the pretend play of the “boys-is-filled with fanciful settings, characters, and ... ._.
events—Star Wars games in which they play Darth Vader, Luke Skywa}ker or

Han Solo and use the1r Millennium Fzlcon shooter to blast everything i in sxght

into smithereens It appears that the fantasies of girls center around real-life, .
everyday roles and characters such as being a mother or teacher, whereas the
fantasies o*’ boys center around less realistic and more fanciful roles and char o
acters such as Darth Vader and Superman e

- While based ona tmy sample of subjects and describing only a portionof - ..

their play, Subrahmanyam s observations reflect the gender differences already i
noted in research on children's play Of particular interest to us is that girls like . e
to role play famzhar characrers in familiar settings by acting out the character s:._ri':
habitual acnons—-—whether it is to give a lesson, put a baby to sleep, or take an
order and bnng a meal. Note also that the pretend play that girls engage in ties S
in with their preference for affiliative, nurturant, and positive relations. " T

Apphcanon to computer Sof'tware for Girls
The ﬁndmgs re\newed above confirm and generahze the ﬁndmgs of Kafal (1996}.

concemmg g1rls preferences for everyday settings in their game des:gns They._
suggest,:_that gn'ls should hkew:se fmd v1deo and computer games set m'm '




Here the sofrware makes the computer yet another. 'a'c'CESSOIy for Barbie .
‘play The computer takes on the role of a too} and unlike other games ceases '
_to be an end unto itself, Doug Glen, Pre51dent of M_attel Mediz, pomts out that
“Barbie Fashion Designer” "exists as a mere part, of an ov"e;al-i play expenence

‘He adds that uniike the traditional concept of the computer as a game machine,
in this case it is a "power tool that makes things” (quoted m Beato 1097) This
metaphor is rarely used when descnbmg computer games S :_- o :

Our analysis suggests that "Barbie Fashion Designer” aj:peals to gn'ls be-
cause it aides the role play that they habumaiiy éngage in 1ike other interactive
toys, such as Lego and Tinkertoys, the “Fashion Designer” becomes a tool in the

player’s imaginative play

Characters
__ Characters.in Computer Games
~ Another relevant aspect of game structure- is the characters. Commerczally

_available games rarely cast females in the main role, and even when females
are present, they rarely take on an active role (Kmder 1896; Provenzo 1891;
" Rushbrook 1986} Kinder writes that these games frequently por*ray the central
character as & male hero whose purpose is to save someone (usuaily a fernale)
-OT 'to obtain treasures’ Although the big game manufacmrers have alwa}s'
- claimed 1o design games without regard 1o gender (T-rank Evers, personal com-

. munication, August 31, 1997), resea earghers, parent and other groups s0on rec-

ogmzed that most commemally available _games were “modeled on only one
“half ‘of the ‘population, ‘&t most, and reﬂect the va]ues and views of only one
genéer” (Cockmg and Greenﬁeid 1996, p. 5. In Kafaxs study (1996} girls com-

. plamed that ferrales’ were rarely cast in the'role of a main character. Female

protagomsts have become optional in some of the hand-to-hand combat
- games, but when théy are inchided, they are aggressive and have the physu:a}
- attributes of a male- deﬁned sex symbol This is true of the protagonist of * ‘Tomb

By gure and "ss1gned

Kalder @ game that was released in-early 1957-and has mainly male audience. ... ..
What do we know about gu‘ls preferences regardmg the number and kinds

of game characters’ Not surpnsmg]y, in. Kafais study, g'zrls and boys created

i games thh very dlfferent kmds_ of cha __cters Boys created several suppomng -

characters ‘with- fantasy names '__whereas gu'ls created only one or two support;

: mg characters. 'Most lmportantly,"boys cast the mam character as a fantasy
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He:‘e ﬁm m&wa:a m&k&s &zg mm;ﬁatm yat ﬂnﬂﬁ?&r ACCessnry fc:r Batbie

- play. The computer takes on the role of & tool and, unlike ather games, ceases

to be an end unto itself. Doug Glen, President n:sf Mattel Media, points out that
“Barbie E:asi;}an Designer” “exists 23 3 mere part of an overall play experience.
He adds that unlike the &aﬂzﬁ&nﬂ ﬁﬂﬂt&‘p’i of the tﬂmpu%e}? 28 8 game maching,
inthiscaseitisa p&wer tont that makes &uﬁgs {qumeﬁ in Beato 1997). This
metaphor 8 rarely used when describing computer games,

Car analvals suggests that *Barbie Fashion Designer” sppeals to gurig -
cause it aides the role play that they habiiually engage In Like other interactive
tays, such as Lego and Tinkertoys, the “Fashion Designer” becomes a toel in the
player's imaginative play

Another zeimm aspect of game stmgtare is the characters. Commercially
available EAmES rarely cest {emales in the main role, and even when females
© are present, they rarsly take on an active role (Kinder 1998 Provenzs 1991
Rushbrook 1888}, Kinder wiites that these games frequently portray the central
character 25 a male hem whose purpose is to save someone (usually a fermnale)
or to obiain treasurés. Although the big game manufactyrers have always
clsimed to degign paries without regard to pender (Frank Evers, personsl com-
munication, August 31, 1997}, researchers, parents, and other groups soon rec-
ognized that most commercially available games were “medeled on only sne
half of the population, at most, and reflect the values and views of only one
gender™ {Cocking and Greenfield 1998, p. 5} In Kafals study {1998}, gidds com-
plained that females were rarely cast in the role of & main charscter. Female
protagonists have become optionsl in some of the hand-to-hand combat
games, but when they are included, they are aggressive and have the physical
attributes of & male-defined sex symbol. This is trus of the protagonist of *Tomb
Raibder” 2 gama that was released In early 1997 and has & mainly male sudience.
What do we know about girls’ preferences regarding the niomber and kinds
of game characters? Not surprisingly, in Kafals study, girls and boys created
© games with very differsnt kinds of characters, Boys created several supporting
characters with fantasy names, whereas girls created only one or two support-
ing characters. Most importantly, boys cast the mein character 33 a funtasy
. figure and assigned 2 specific gender to the character; most girls left open the
~ characters gender and age, making it possible for the plaver to identify and

Corhputer Semnas for Girds: What Makes Them Flay?
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' empathize with the character. That is, girls addressed the player withamere

© generic “you” Here agsin we ses that the girle preferred 1o creste characters
piaying realistic roles, with playing “oneself” possibly the most realistic of all
Angther issue here I empathy and identification versus social distance. Fan- -
tasy characters, of course, have grester distance from the self than ﬁiﬁ‘fmg o
oueself does. :

Characters in Other Kinds of Play

Boys' preference for more characters in thelr computer games ties in with the

gender differences found in the number of children in a play group: girls gener.

aliy play with one or two other children whereas boys tend 1 play in larger
groups. This difference appears by the kindergarten years and is well estab-
lished by the time a chald enters elementary school {Bder and Hallinan 1978)

In their pretend play, girls often take on real family roles such as mother,
father, baby, or sister. In contrast, boys often become fantasy characters such
as super heroes and spacemen. Goldstein (1994) seports that these preferences
exist on an interactional lavel. With repard tn gﬁ'r’is maﬂxﬁg prefarenses, one
finds & similar focus en real and familiar roles; for example, the Judy Blume
books focus on teenage gitls with whors the readers can identify.

Application to Softwdre Pesign for Girls and “Barbie Fashion Designer™

Recently, software companiss and companies that have tradidonally created
tays for girls heve responded to coneerns gbout gender by creating games that
have famale protagonists and characters, “Kiss” “The Girls’ Club? and the
games based on Barbie, The Little Mermaid, and Beauty and the Beast are examples
{Kinder 1996} However, these games have not been as commercially successful
as “Barbie Fashion Designer® The use of 2 female character may have been &
necessary pirt of “Barble Fachion Designer™s success, but the failure or lesser
success of other software tiles with fernale characters shows that this festure
is not sufficient by itself. Undoubtedly, there is more to designing games for
girls than metely having females as the lead characters,

“Barbie Fashion Designer” Goes Ong Step Further
The preference for playing oneself iz actuslized in the “Barbie Fashion De-
sigmet” program, whete the main active character is you the player, the clothes

Kaveri Subrahmanysm and patricls M. Greenfild
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e &esagam ﬁithaugh zhe unag& ﬁf Egrbaé is nbmu;mﬁsg aa‘sé her voice g‘m&es the
plajje;‘ ﬁm’mg}; the varipus ﬁi&pﬁ of putfit design, the ;&E&?ﬁf is the main charac-
ter and she has contol over how the game proceeds. This appears to be exactly
- what gﬁzig like in gz@mes 10 ldenmfzf with, or bkettar gtill, to be the game’s
_nain chamﬁmr - '

Modes of Interaction

Interacting With Computers

MNext we exarmine game structiure and playing strategies and skills to comment
on how the “Barbie Fashion Designer” game might have capitelized on gitls'
preferred style of interacting with computer games. Research has revealed dif-
ferences In how boys and girls approach and imeract with vides games. Qur
study on the effect of video game practice on spatial skills tumed up the sur-
prising finding that boys benefited more from the training than girls in terms
of video game skill (Subrahmanyam snd Greenfield 1994, 1996). One reason
could be that, because of boys’ greater previous video game experiance, they
had learmed how to learn a new game better than girls. Myer's extensive ethno-
graphic study in a computer store (1584) confirms the developrment of such.
learning strategies among players. Thus, games with explicit instructions might
be more appealing to players with lezs game experience, compared to games
such as “Marble Madness” in which the player has to figure out playing strats.
gies and tricks by trial and error.

Greenfield has suggested that one factor in the batter average male perfor-
manee could be that the sverage male adopts 2 more sxperimental {trial-and-
errot} approach than the average female Thavls, the sverage male may be more
willing to "learn by acting before he understands sl of the rules and patterns
of the game” (Greenfield 1996, p 8. There is some evidence that this is indesd
the case. Smith and Stander {1981) found this to be true among anthropology
students who were Srst-time users of 5 computer system, The willingness of
boys and men to act without {ull understanding could explain the appesl of
action and adventure games in which experimentation ylelds instant feedback,
Again this suggests that girls would prefer games that do not rewmrd such a
trial-and-error approach. Games that are more predictable and that lay out the
rules and patterns st the start might therefore be more appesling to them.

Greenfield has suggested that gender differences in the application of Jogi- :

cal and strategic planning skills to game playing may be another contibuting -

facter to differences in learning to play video games She poimts toastudy by = o

Comperier Games for Gitls: What Makes Them May?
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' Maaﬁmaﬂn and Lﬁ?ﬂﬁ {‘29&5?, wh;.ch fmmé tiwt b{zys used ihﬂse pmﬁmﬁs mare

thsn girls and were more successful at §§agngzg a mmgat&r aﬁ%ﬂmm game . |

called “Hunt the Wumpus” Of note is the finding that these éii?&rmc&s ap-

p&aﬁiﬂ in spite of equal expmenge mth mmgmm m gm&mi ami equaf Iﬂzmg -

for the game.

{ther work also ngges’%:s that b@ys aﬁd gﬁﬂg nghz hm wyf ﬂ:ﬁerﬁm
sivles of interaction with computers that influence the kind of games that they
find appesling. In her book The Second Self, Turkle [1984) deseribes o project in
which boys and girls were taught programming in LOGO She describes two
styles of mastery when programming computers, hard and soft. She defines

hard mastery as the zmp}amﬁﬁ&tmn of will over the machines through the

implementation of 2 p}an In contrast, soft mastery is defined 95 more inter-
active, where the “overall shepe ernerged from interaction with the medium.”

In describing the distinction betwean hard 2nd soft mastery, Tarkle recalls
Lévi-Strauss’s distinetion between the scientist and the bricoleur, The formeris
akin to s formal science of the abstract; the latter is related to the stience of
the concrete, o7 &n informal folk science. Just like the beicolews, a soft master
Hken to work with 3 set of concrete elements, He or she warks on a problem by
“arranging and rearranging the elements working through new combinations™;
combining a closed set of materisle, surprisingly, leads 1o new resullz {see
Turkis 1584, pp. 104-110%

Turkle further draws parallels between hard and soft masters and their
preferred play behavior. She describes hard mastérs as viewing the world as
somathing to be brought under control. According to her, such children play
with things that they can operate on, such as blocks and Tinkestoys. [ contrast,
soft masters see the world as beyond their direct control and something they
need to scoommodate -These children generally played with toy soldiers or.
dolls. They like o use props from the adult world such a5 cowboy hats and
srown-up clothes and shoes for dress-up, as well as 1o engage in fantasy play
mth other children Hard masters view the cormputer as au sbstract entity and
identify with an abstract part of it, whereas soft masters treat the computer as
s physical object and identify with it for the purpose of fantasy play Most inter-
eating to us iz Turkle’s ohservation thet gitls tend o be 5oft masters and that
hard masters are overwhalmingly male,

Kafal (1596} has also observed that commercially available games generally
proceed at & rapid rate, and use sound and visual effects to accentuate the
pace and 1o create arousal; she sugpests that girls do not like such quick-paced

. Maver! Subtahmanyam and Patricls M. Greenfld




mtm:tmns Some mnﬁrmahun for this comes fmm -1 mn!: &tuﬁy in & mus

- seum sefting, which found that girls &zd not like piagmg garaes that involved -

quick-paced interactions {Inkpen et el. 1993), Kafai also found that, whereas

bioys designed games with action that was guided bt moy patﬁ& ’F::y the p‘fayer, o

gitls used a mode in which the player controlled the timing as well as the -
direction of the game. Similerly, Brenda Laurel of Purpls Moon gugg@ﬁ:g that
girls like garnes that allow them to play In an exploratory, open-ended fashion,
2o they can have control over their environment {quoted in Beato 1982).

Application o "Borbie Frashion Designer”
~ *Barbie Fashion Designer” 2m§:&ﬂiéé many of the structural festures that girls
Bke and that are suited 1o girls’ computer experience and skilis. It is essentially
a menu-griven game. with mﬁsmiﬁgful icons, and few surprises; it therefore
does not requirs the use of a trial-and-emor strategy. The player’s role appears
similar to Tarkles deseription of soft masters and the Bricoleuwr: the software
provides the player with 2 limited set of cholces, which are then combined In
many different ways to create an astonishing variety of crearions to clothe Bar-
bie for more pretend play. To start, 2 player has w work through a Theme Work-
shop, a Design Workshop, and Accessories Workshop Each workshop offers
many sptions t¢ choosa from. After the player creates an outfit she likes by
picking and choasing from the different workshops, she can then add fabric
designg in the Fabric Design Workshep or coler them in the Color Workshop,
Finally, the player zan view Barbiz in her new outht in the Dressing Room o1
send Barbie down a rumway in the Fashion Show. In the end the player can
either save the outfit or print and aszemble the design. Given Turkle’ descrip-
tion of soft masters, it is not surprising that girls find “Fashion Designer”
appealing. |

“Barbiz Fashion Designer” embodies still other features preferred by girls—
it is not fast paced, and instead allows the player to set the pace. Moreover,
rather than being used to accentuate the pace and create arousal, the music is
slow and iz in the background.

Gender Stereotypes
In some senses the success of "Barble Fashion Designer” is ironic becanse the
Barbie line of toys is viewed as perpetuating unfortunate gender stereotypes It

- Computer Games for Girl What Bakes Them Pay?




does seern surpnsm

perpetuate m

. 10le models have move

: onent d }

- Is égarbie Eashmn DeSIgner a Game?

game "EVers (personal
. atue game ‘because
- suggests that | the appeal of most computer games 1 lies’in ,ﬂ‘zelr abthty to im- .

merse the playerina fantasy rooted in the glectronic world I—ashmo Designer”.

= in'the physmal world. Our thesis’ jg that “Barbie Fashion Designer”

gthata product line regarded suspn:lously b y fermms

others shouid become 0O influential in providing computer literacy e\cpenence

for girls, an area where girls have been at a disadvantage

_ put then, boys’ computer literacy has been built on a bedrock of gam'es'thatr'" R L

COHStTUCLEd seem qmte prosocial The main danger is one of body image: grr}s

growing u

wasp waist and drspropomonately large hips. (We believe this is more a prob— R

tern of the Barbie doll than of “Barbie Fashion Designer’) With regard o malé

stereotypes, one €an also say that the conguest of evil has its prosoc1al ele-

ments, even if it requires viclence
In the case of both “Barbie Fashion Designer” and violent space fantasies,
ys conformning to the idealized roles and scenarios that

we can see girls and bo
gh mass media—has placed peforé them: Over fime,

soc1ety—-part1cu1ar1y throu

ave moved away from cowboysto-space warriors as femnale
4 from wives and others to high fashion models and

(Barbte dolls started with the image of & high- fashlon teenage

male tole models h

career women

mode‘l and,

An. 1mportant 1ssue regardmg Barbre ?as}non Des1gr\er "5 whether it 1s truly a
comrnumcatlon October 1, 1997) rnamtams that itis not

has no storylme and does not envelop the player ina computer fantasy Instead

the. sofrware is another 2 accessory used by the player to fantasize about Barbie
connects the

;-player to the rea‘l world and unlike other games (both computer 2 and. traditional

rather than symbo‘uc goals We beheve it is this

_board games) has concrete
Destgner appeahng In-

a‘i to concrete goals that made "Ber‘me }'ashxon
aces the piayer in a purely

glrls as software ‘thatuses ‘the’ computer as a tool

: 'overned by rules Tradmonal board

as idea! female roles have changed, has lately become career '

it lacks goal orientation and bamers to. overcome He also_ :

1ectromf‘ fantasy has not:

ale stereotypes of violence and aggresswn If a value }udgment' T
is to be made, the female sterectypes of which “Barbie Fashion Desrgner s P

p with the impossible of unhealthy ideal of the Barbie body wuh its L )
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based games, such as “Super Mario” or “Duke Nukem . have eIaborate rules and

procedures described in Instructions or manuals Usually there is an end pomt

to the game and the winner is either the person who crosses obstacles to reach

- the end pomt first or the one who vanguishes enemies {0 win a treasure or -

save a princess. In contrast, “Barbie Fashion Designer” has very loose rules,
with considerable flexibility in how the player progresses through the duferent

- workshops. Moréover, there are no obstacles and the player works on her own,

- at her own pace, and is not in competition with ahother player or even the -

computer itself Board games such as “Chutes and lLadders” are popular with
young girls because they have a social quality that computer games lack.

What Works?

Our analysis suggests that there are some game features that are more appeal-
ing to girls than others These features are related to zll aspects of games,
including the thematic content and focus, as well the kinds of strategies and

computer-playing skills demanded of the players; one particularly’ zmportant —
feature appears to be whetner the game interfaces with the rsahty of p;ayers

lives : .
N Our analysus of ¢ Baere Fashion D951gnez reveals that it 1ncorporates many

of the feutures that g:rls find appealing { in games znd lacks features that they
" dislike First, the game cIear}y Iacks aggressive content, which turns glrls off

On 'the ‘plus. szde by helpmg g=rls Ccreate . outﬁts for Barbie, the computer as-- .
_:'-.sumes the rcle of another accessory in girls _pretend play, which tends to be
- based on. real life models and roles and is usuaﬂy MOTe person- onented Here
- :_'i'creatzon is in the service of nurturance 2 popular play theme for young girls
Barble Fashion Deszgner does not demand sophisticated playmg strategles e

B nor a trial-and-error approach mstead it uses menus and icons to gmde the

- P]EYET through the designing process. The. emphaszs is on combmmg emsmngffﬁfwr -

"elements to.create umquely new: crea‘aons that appesl to the player Here the .




zel gava Prince Galen, whe is under a wicked witch's spell. Although it is an
interactive adveniure, it dees not invelve realistic characters of suppont play
with real Barbie dolis. "Barbie as Rapunzel” alse cortaing the unpopulay moral-

ity theme of gmd versus evil, although it m in ﬁw mntext zsf & iam:.lm:_' -
and well hk&d fasr_*,r we and hag no w:ﬁmm ' : o

Girls’ Cames N

A fnal issue concemy Whmmr w ﬂm games designed specifically for girls
versus games for gamers, that is, endrogvnous games. Perhaps in an ideal
world, gxﬁg would be included In the d}gitaﬁ. revalation fthfﬁugh the develop-
ment of games that appeal squally to boys and g:tri& n reality, howsver, most
games have attracted st least three boys for every girl (Cassell and jenking, this
volimme). Therefore games tarpeted specifically toward girls may be necessary
to reach & mass audience of girds,

Indeed, in recent times we have seen a rise in the number of computer
games marketed exclusively for girls. This trend in computer games paraliels
the general trend in the toy industry terweard gender-spactfic marketing The
dangers of such gender stereotyping are evident in the remarks of a frustrated
eight-year-old girl, who said, after an hour of wandering the aisles of a toy
store, "All the toys are either too boyish or too girlish, Why don't they have
something in the middle?” Although we have focused here om identifying gamne
features that appeal to gitls, we would Hke to caution sgainst designing mirl
games that steresiype “gbl” interests. The ultmste challenge faving software
developers is to design games that appeal to any gamer, regardless of pendar.

Conclusion
We have used the recent success of the “Barbie Fashion Designer” among girls,
a3 wgl‘i as research on pia’g -:;&Esﬁﬁian p:ﬁfﬁreﬂms, a‘n& tastes in ’ii%emtum o

that gxﬂs hk& nanwmiw ;3&33? mﬁm ﬁxat allow them to crveafse fangam
get in famillar settings with familiny characters The "Barbie Fashion Designer”
-allows girls to do just this and becomes one more scoessory in their role play
Our analysis suggests that girls find ¢ertain game features appealing desiyming
“and selecting computer software for ghls need not be 3 hit-or-miss affair.

Faver Subvahmanyarm and Patricis M. Greerfld
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