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Abstract

The objective of this thesis is to examine how respondents who self identify as transgender or
genderqueer experience avatar creation systems in digital games. In the wake of GamerGate,
gender has become a more prevalent topic of discussion, as such, this thesis seeks to survey
transgender  and  genderqueer  people  in  order  to  gain  a  better  insight  into  their  their
experiences  with avatar creation in games, and do they perceive the status quo of current
avatar creation systems to be in need of change? If so, how? The results of the survey shows
that  the  respondents  use  avatar  creation  systems  as  a  means  to  experiment  in  a  safe
environment with aspects of their identity expression, and to improve avatar creation systems,
more options need to be added for diverse body types and non-binary identities.

Key  words: Computer  games,  Transgender,  Genderqueer,  Avatar  creation,  LGBT,
Representation
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Abstrakt

Syftet med denna studie är att examinera erfarenheterna bland respondenter som identifierar
sig som trans eller icke-binära personer av avatar skapande system i digitala spel. I kölvattnet
av GamerGate har genus blivit ett mer förekommande ämne för diskussion. På grund av detta
kommer denna studie att  utföra en undersökning bland trans och icke-binära personer om
deras erfarenheter med avatar skapande system i spel, och om de anser att förändringar bör
genomföras för mer inkluderande avatar skapande system? Och i så fall, vad? Resultaten från
undersökningen visar att respondenterna använder avatar skapande system som ett verktyg för
att  experimentera  i  en  säker  miljö  med  aspekter  av  deras  identitets  uttryck,  och  för  att
förbättra avatar skapande system bättre krävs mer alternativ för olika kroppstyper och icke-
binära identiteter.

Nyckelord: Spel, Trans, Icke-binär, Avatar skapande, HBTQ, Representation
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1 Introduction

This paper examines how respondents who self identify as transgender or genderqueer 
experience avatar creation systems in digital games.

1.1 Research Question

What are the experiences of transgender and genderqueer players in regards to avatar creation 
systems, and would they like to see any changes?

1.2 Limitations

The scope is limited to the avatar creation systems in games, and only avatar creation systems 
that do not exclusively contain premade playable characters.
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2 Background

Discussions on gender have become more frequent in later years, especially in the wake of the
so-called GamerGate movement. With further focus has been put on gender in political 
dialogue with the bathroom bills in the U.S. (Ncsl.org, 2018), the transgender military ban 
(BBC News, 2018), and the removal of anti-discrimination protection of transgender 
individuals. (The Independent, 2018)

According to Griffiths, M. et al. (2016), games can be a functional way of dealing with gender
dysphoria, however, avatar creations are restrained by the presumptions of the designer, as 
such, this paper surveys the experiences of people who self-identify as transgender or 
genderqueer. This helps to create an image of how well current avatar creation systems fit the 
needs of the respondents.

2.1 Previous Research

Mark D. Griffiths, Jon Arcelus and Walter Pierre Bouman discuss in their paper, “Video 
Gaming and Gender Dysphoria: Some Case Study Evidence” four case studies they used to 
examine the role of gaming in the lives of individuals seeking treatment for gender dysphoria.
Their objective was to use example case studies to highlight that gaming is in some cases a 
functional way of dealing with gender dysphoria.

Avi Marciano examines in their paper, “Living the VirtuReal: Negotiating Transgender 
Identity in Cyberspace” the ways transgender users “manoeuver between online and offline 
worlds in order to negotiate their complicated gender identity and to overcome offline 
impediments.”

Adrienne Shaw and Elizaveta Friesem demonstrate in their paper, “Where is the Queerness in 
Games?: Types of Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer Content in Digital 
Games” the ways in which queerness in gender and sexuality have been integrated into 
games.

Bridget Marie Blodgett, Heng Xu, and Eileen M. Trauth describe in their paper, “Lesbian, 
gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) issues in virtual worlds” that due to avatar creations 
being restrained by the assumptions of its designer, some players are forced into narrow social
roles that may not accurately represent them.
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3 Glossary terms

Bellow are the definitions of terms used in this paper.

Avatar – “An avatar is a personalized graphical illustration that represents a computer user, or
a character or alter ego that represents that user. An avatar can be represented either in three-
dimensional form (for example, in games or virtual worlds) or in two-dimensional form as an 
icon in Internet forums.” according to the Technopedia definition. ("What is an Avatar? - 
Definition from Techopedia", 2018)

Gender – “Gender refers to the socially constructed roles, behaviors, activities, and attributes 
that a given society considers appropriate for boys and men or girls and women. These 
influence the ways that people act, interact, and feel about themselves.” ("Answers to Your 
Questions About Transgender People, Gender Identity, and Gender Expression", 2018)

Gender identity – “Gender identity refers to a person’s internal sense of being male, female or
something else” ("Answers to Your Questions About Transgender People, Gender Identity, 
and Gender Expression", 2018)

Gender expression – “[...] gender expression refers to the way a person communicates gender
identity to others through behavior, clothing, hairstyles, voice or body characteristics.” 
("Answers to Your Questions About Transgender People, Gender Identity, and Gender 
Expression", 2018)

Gender dysphoria – “Gender dysphoria involves a conflict between a person's physical or 
assigned gender and the gender with which he/she/they identify. People with gender 
dysphoria may be very uncomfortable with the gender they were assigned, sometimes 
described as being uncomfortable with their body (particularly developments during puberty) 
or being uncomfortable with the expected roles of their assigned gender.” ("Gender 
Dysphoria", 2018)

Gender-variant/Gender non-conforming/Non-binary/Genderqueer – This paper will 
consider gender-variant, gender non-conforming, non-binary, and genderqueer 
interchangeable. However, this paper will primarily use genderqueer as per the American 
Psychological Association's statement, “Some who do not identify as either male or female 
prefer the term “genderqueer.”” ("Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender", 2018)

Transgender -  “Transgender is an umbrella term for persons whose gender identity, gender 
expression or behavior does not conform to that typically associated with the sex to which 
they were assigned at birth.” ("Answers to Your Questions About Transgender People, 
Gender Identity, and Gender Expression", 2018)
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3.2 Concepts

A central concept for the survey will be avatars, this study examines how transgender and 
genderqueer people relate to their in-game avatars, and their experiences in creating their 
avatars. As such, questions about limitation and liberating experiences in the creation of their 
avatar will be asked.

Gender will be more so than avatars a concept that influences the entire survey. Particularily 
gender identity due to the focus being on the examination of transgender and genderqueer 
experiences, this means that questions will be asked surrounding if the respondents try to 
create their avatar after themselves as they currently are, or after how they wish they looked, 
and if they use character customization as a way to experiment with their gender identity.
Relating to this directly is gender expression, this is important as we wish to know if the 
respondents view character customization as a way to experiment with their gender 
expression.

We will also want to know how heavily they value the ability to customize their character, as 
such, questions specific to the importance of character customization for them, and in what 
ways character customization helps with the expression of their real-world gender identity.

The survey will also explore gender dysphoria, to see if those that experience gender 
dysphoria feel that character customization has a positive or negative impact on their gender 
dysphoria, and what they believe can be changed with character customizations to further 
alleviate their gender dysphoria.
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4 Purpose

The purpose of this paper is to investigate the experiences of transgender and genderqueer 
people in relation to avatar creation systems. While there is research discussing the benefit of 
games to transgender and genderqueer people, there is little research investigating where the 
current avatar creation systems support, or fail transgender and genderqueer people in regards 
to self representation and self expression.
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5 Method

The data was be collected through a survey made in Google Forms, which will inquire about 
the respondents experiences of avatar creation systems, and their thoughts on those systems. 
The survey was sent out to groups on Facebook with large numbers of transgender and 
genderqueer people. Specifically, a group called “Gamers against toxic masculinity” was 
primarily used due to the large number of transgender and genderqueer gamers who are 
members in the group, the survey was also shared in the groups “Genders R us” and 
“Asexuality” as both groups also have many transgender and genderqueer members, but have 
less transgender and genderqueer members than the primary group used.

The survey was shaped as a structured interview as structured interviews, according to 
Bryman (2012) allows for standardization both the asking of questions and the recording of 
answers, which is especially useful for keeping quality as the survey was self-administered 
online. When the data had been compiled, the respondents received a summarized version of 
the survey.

5.1 Survey

The data for this paper was collected through the use of an online survey as this allowed for 
answers from transgender and genderqueer people around the world. The use of a survey also 
allowed for privacy, and more respondents than interviews or focus groups as many 
transgender and genderqueer people are closeted either partially or fully.

The survey was sent out to groups on Facebook with large numbers of transgender and 
genderqueer people.

The survey asked for experiences with avatar creation systems in games. 
Games which had particularly good avatar creation systems, why they were good, and if there 
is anything they wish was changed in those avatar creation systems. 
Games that the respondents viewed as poor, bad, or insufficient avatar creation systems, why 
they were bad, and what they should change for the avatar creation system to be improved.
Lastly, it asked if there was anything they would bring up as positive with current avatar 
creation systems, and if there is anything they would bring up as negative with the current 
avatar creation systems.

5.2 Data analysis

This paper used a thematic analysis looking for repetitions in the responses from the survey. 
(Bryman, 2012) The structured form of the survey kept the answers relevant to the research 
question.
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5.3 Expected response rate

The survey is unlikely to reach enough transgender and genderqueer people for any statistical 
significance, but may open up for further research on the subject. The survey was expected to 
return between 10 – 100 responses depending on how it was received by the transgender and 
genderqueer community. The survey yielded responses from 36 respondents.
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6 Results

The survey yielded responses from 36 respondents. The respondents from the reaction the 
survey received was most likely primarily responded to by members of Gamers against toxic 
masculinity as it led to a very enthusiastic comment section. It is also very likely due to it 
being an online survey that the self-selection which exists in these types of studies was further
exaggerated by people sharing it with other people they think would answer the survey.

6.1 Survey responses

The responses to the survey in line with what could be expected from a group of advocates as 
they are the most likely to answer a survey like this. It needs to be stated that the vast majority
of respondents likely have very close political views and views on transgender and 
genderqueer rights given the groups they are  in and their willingness to respond to a survey 
which allows them to critizise the status quo of avatar creation.

6.1.1 I experience character customization as liberating

As shown above, a majority of respondents experience character customization as something 
liberating. Only 2 respondents responded with a score under 3 out of 5. None of the 
respondents strongly disagreed with the statement.
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6.1.2 I experience character customization as limiting

Contrasting to the last question, there was a strongly varying response in regards to character 
customization being viewed as limiting with more respondents strongly disagreeing (1) than 
strongly agreeing (5), but a lot more respondents agreeing (4) than disagreeing (3).

6.1.3 What would need to change for the average character customization to 
better represent you?

The responses in general were very close to each other and many of the things that were 
mentioned could easily fit multiple categories. It could for example be argued that gender 
unspecific cosmetic and clothing fit in the same category, it could also be argued that most of 
these fit under the rather ambiguous answer, “non-normative options” which was added as 
multiple respondents specifically stated this. The reason for there being more than 36 
responses here is because multiple respondents gave multiple examples of what would need to
change.
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6.1.4 I try to create my player character based on how I currently look

The responses to this question was very interesting as it shows a declining number of 
respondents the further you move towards agreement.

6.1.5 I try to create my player character based on how I wished I looked

 Like the last question, there's a strong pattern in the responses, however, this one is the 
reverse of the earlier question with more towards the stronger agreement.
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6.1.6 I use character customization as a way to experiment with my gender 
expression

1 Strongly Disagree - 5 Strongly Agree

As one might expect, there is a strong sign that transgender and genderqueer people use 
character customization as way to experiment with their gender expression. It is however 
interesting that 52.8% of respondents strongly agree, and in total, 30 of 36 respondents, about 
83%, agreed with the statement.

6.1.7 I use character customization as a way to experiment with my gender 
identity

The responses to this question was highly interesting. One would think that most of 
transgender and genderqueer people were solid to their identities, yet 50% of respondents 
strongly agree that they use character customization as a way to experiment with their gender 
identity, showing that many may use character customization to test out their identity in a safe
environment.
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6.1.8 The ability to customize your character is important

 As one might expect from respondents on a survey on character customization with self-
selection bias, a vast majority strongly agree that character customization is important. 
However, as the other questions conveys, it may also be more important to the transgender 
and genderqueer community as it allows them to try out identities, expressions, and as some 
state, ease their gender dysphoria.

6.1.9 In what ways does character customization help with the expression of your 
gender identity?

The answers were very localized as shown by this chart. Almost all the respondents stated that
they use character customization as a tool for expression or experimentation, but most of all 
as a means of expression. As one respondent stated, “it helps me put a visualization to how i 
feel.”
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6.1.10 How do you feel about the binary gender choices that exist in most 
character creation systems?

This question seemed to yield a lot of varied responses such as those to the question in 6.1.3, 
but also like there, many of them seemed to be in agreement. The difference also here 
between limiting and too dichotomous is that while limiting refers to things such as the 
respondents feeling that they are restrictive, too dichotomous refers to the respondents feeling 
that the male vs female archetypes that exist in most games are too harshly divided, such as 
one respondent stating “It’s unfortunate when the character models are drastically different. 
Like twig women or beefy men only and no in between.”
It should also be noted that some replies seem to have gone off tangent such as one 
respondent who seems to have used this question to talk about their struggle of accepting non-
binary people. Others did not give much detail for their views, such as one respondent who 
stated “It's bad” however, overall the responses present a negative view of the binary gender 
choices that exist in most character creation systems today. Some respondents even 
suggesting that it should be completely removed. However, most respondents seemed to agree
that this issue would be fixed if body types were not connected to the gender choice and if the 
gender choice also included a non-binary option.
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6.1.11 What games have had particularly good character customization in your 
experience?

As we can see, there is a wide variety of games mentioned, however, The Sims is far in the 
lead in comparison to all other alternatives. Specifically, the respondents mentioned The Sims
4 as a particularly good game. There is also a mention of  “Moms Usually”, however, a search
for a game by that name yielded no results.

Should be noted that one responded answered “The Sins” and this was presumed to be a 
misspelling of The Sims and therefore added into the The Sims category. This however has 
minimal impact as The Sims even with that response excluded would have 8 more votes than 
Dragon Age, which is the second most voted for game.

The Sims category merges all releases of The Sims, however, most votes are for The Sims 4.
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6.1.12 What made the character customization in those games stand out as 
particularly good?

The respondents seem to give a consistent perspective that more customizable characters is 
what they need in character customization systems. The Sims 4 was brought up multiple times
as an example by respondents for allowing a separation between the appearance of a 
character, if the character stands up or sits down on the toilet, and if the character can get 
pregnant.
The reason for the large group answering high customizability is because many respondents 
were unspecific as far as qualities in these games that made them stand out. One respondent 
for example stated, “The very high number of options and sliders allowing complete 
customization. Especially with some of the character creation mods out there.”
The general consensus from the respondents could be summarized by one of the respondents 
“I like a lot of options” in that they seem to argue for character customization systems which 
do not restrict the character customization based on gender, as seen by the two other large 
categories.
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6.1.13 What could these games do even better?

There is a strong focus on making the character customization open to more body types than 
the common athletic male/female binary, and especially on disconnecting gender from body 
types, and other appearance choices for the characters.

There was also an interesting mention of Animal Crossing, “[...] Animal Crossing is pretty 
good too, thoughim not personally a fan of the extra remarks when you defy gender roles (if 
you choose male and buy a dress, its assumed its for a pal, but if you wear it too, the store 
owner remarks that 'that works too' )” it seems as though Animal Crossing made an attempt to
be more inclusive by allowing you to use the clothing regardless of gender, but fell short in at 
least this respondent's view when the game first presumed it was a gift for a friend, and then 
gave a commentary when you wear it.
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6.1.14 What games have had particularly bad character customizations in your 
experience?

This question gave surprisingly little valuable data with the most frequent answers being that 
they can't remember or can't think of any.

However, the other responses of the other respondents may explain the large number of 
respondents that couldn't answer this question which is that many found them to be too many 
to mention, or even mentioned large genres of games such as MMOs and fantasy games, 
suggesting that they find the issue to be too deeply rooted in the general character 
customization systems to really be able to give any specific examples.

The two votes on The Sims were for older versions of The Sims. As of The Sims 4, the 
respondents seem to deem it to have one of the best character customization systems.
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6.1.15 What made the character customization in those games stand out as 
particularly bad?

The responses from the respondents were very clustered here in what they considered to be 
the issue – limited character options on simply a general level, character customization being 
forced into a gender binary with no choice of expression beyond what is in society considered
to be an attractive man or woman. One respondent stated, “The differently gendered models 
were EXTREMELY different. The emphasis on masculine/feminine body shape was even 
unrealistically marked.”

22

Normative Gender Binary Customization
Eurocentric

Limited female character options
Objectification of women

Sexual dimorphism
Cosmetics locked behind paywall

N/A
No customization

Limited character customization
Forced normative male to avoid harassement

Hypersexuality
Clothing quality based on gender
Gender locked to steam gender

Too realistic visual style
Overrepresentation of negatives due to overall positives

No gender change
No choice of gender

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

What made the character customization 
in those games stand out as particularly 
bad?



6.1.16 How would you improve the character customization in these games?

More body types
More gender choices

More cosmetic options
No boob jiggle

Improve female armor design
More options

N/A
Gender unspecific cosmetics

Gender unspecific bodies
Less sexism

Customize the character's reactions
Be more like The Sims 4

Remove gender
Set of premade characters

More skin tones
More hair colors

Pronouns and gender after customization
Be more like the good games mentioned

Sliders
Allow body type change

0 2 4 6 8 1012141618

How would you improve the 
character customization in 
these games?

As with the earlier questions, the answer heavily leans towards a larger selection of body 
types improving the customization in these games. The general trend among the respondents 
is that body types should be varied and not locked to the gender they pick. It seems like a 
relatively cheap solution can be made with large impact in reaction from the transgender and 
genderqueer community by simply removing the gender dependency on the body selection.
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6.1.17 Do you experience gender dysphoria?

 

A large portion of the respondents reported that they experience gender dypsphoria. The 
reason for this question being this far back as it allows the respondents that say no to this 
question to skip questions 18, 19, and 20 that relate to gender dysphoria.

6.1.18 Character customization makes me feel dysphoric

 A surprising amount of respondents are made to feel dysphoric due to character 
customization, this is especially surprising given how strongly the respondents have agreed 
with the importance of character customization, how it allows them to express their gender 
identity and expression, and given that some of the respondents also stated that character 
customization alleviates their gender dysphoria.
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6.1.19 Character customization alleviates my gender dysphoria

The respondents seem to slightly feel that character customization alleviates their gender 
dysphoria. While there is a majority that agree to this statement, the response to the earlier 
question creates a minor contradiction. It could be argued however that the discrepency is 
between good character customization systems and bad ones.
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6.1.20 What could be changed to better alleviate your gender dysphoria?

As with the responses to the earlier questions, the ability to choose a more diverse set of 
bodies is something strongly highlighted by the respondents, even with the questions 18, 19, 
and 20 excluding the 13.9% respondents who answered no to experiencing dysphoria.
The only change in fact between the earlier open questions which included all respondents 
and this open question which included only those who answered yes to gender dysphoria is 
that the answers seem more centralized. Which sounds resonable as many of them have 
comparable experiences with their dysphoria and therefore are likely to see comparable 
solutions.
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6.1.21 Is there any final thoughts or experiences you would like to share about 
character customization?

Here are some of the responses to this optional question.

“I realize character creation is complicated. I've done 3D modelling before; it can be hard to 
create too much customization before the character starts to interact incorrectly with the 
environment, and it can look weird. But I've seen games that can do simple character creation 
that has no problem with this, and if one of them can figure it out then they all can.”

“I feel like it the recent BattleTech game that came out on April 24th is one of the few games 
that really gives me choices and options”

“They for sure need to move beyond the binary as well, nb people are almost never 
represented well through media, and almost never in character creation for video games.”

“I haven't played Monster Hunter World yet, I hear that one has a good creator”

“I think more games should let your equip a balaclava or full face helmet, even non-military 
games. Not having to deal with a characters face makes being able to identify with them and 
enjoy customizing them a lot easier for me.”

“I forgot about ROM: 2064 where there is no physical character traits to be chosen, only how 
the player wants to be refered to and if they are vegan, eat kosher... and then the AI asked to 
see if they had understood everything right, including our use of pronouns we can select or 
create on our own. That was awesome character customization”

“More choices are better.”

“When it is good its great, but when its bad I cant get over it and it kills a game.”

“To all the game developers out there, listen to the queer community and make adjustments to
the character customisation. Your game will fly off the shelves if you do.”
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7 Analysis

The survey yielded 36 responses, while this is not enough for a statistical significance, the 
intent of this thesis was not to supply a statistically significant answer to this topic, but rather 
to pave the way for future studies on this topic.

7.1 Character customization liberating vs limiting

The contrasting responses to these questions is interesting. The respondents state that they 
experience character customization as liberating, but there is also a significant number of 
respondents that also consider it to be limiting. 
This can however be explained with the variation that exist with character customization. As 
such, the mixture of their experiences of good and bad character customization systems may 
affect their responses, but also if the character customization system affects the dysphoria 
positively or negatively for those that experience gender dysphoria.

28

1 Strongly Disagree - 5 Strongly Agree1 Strongly Disagree - 5 Strongly Agree



7. 2 What would need to change for the average character 
customization to better represent you?

As shown by the answers to this question and the answers to questions 12, 13, and 20 show, 
allowing for a wider variety of body types appear to be a significant factor in making 
character customization more inclusive to the transgender and genderqueer community. This 
is further shown with question 15 where limited customizations is highlighted as one the 
primary issue by the respondents together with restrictions based on the gender binary in the 
customization, and the primary solution to this issue according to their answers to question 16
is more diverse body types. In addition, separating cosmetics from the character’s gender was 
also a big element mentioned by the respondents in the survey. Allowing for at least a neutral 
pronoun and the separation of game mechanics from gender was also brought up, but had an 
overall lower weight of importance than diverse body types for the respondents based on the 
overall answers.
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Pronoun options

Larger variety of body types

Ability to change appearance later

Nothing/Not relevant

Gender unspecific clothing

Gender unspecific cosmetic

Non-normative options

No gender option/requirement

More skin colors

Transexual character choice

More like The Sims 4
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What would need to change for the 
average character customization to 
better represent you? 



It should be noted that as a respondent stated, relatively small adjustments are likely to have a 
big positive financial impact “To all the game developers out there, listen to the queer 
community and make adjustments to the character customisation. Your game will fly off the 
shelves if you do.”  A small thing such as Battletech adding a ”they” pronoun has led to very 
positive feedback from the LGBT+ and its allies while having practically no impact on cost. 
This positive reaction from adding a small choice for genderqueer people is also shown in the 
survey where question 10, which dealt with the binary choices that exist in most character 
creation system yielded a response suggesting that they find it limiting.
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Limiting
Old-fashioned

Too dichotomous
Not an issue

To be expected
Bad

Dysphoria inducing
Better than nothing

I struggle to understand those outside the binary

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16

How do you feel about the binary gen-
der choices that exist in most character 
creation systems? 



The Sims is a good example of a game franchise that has gone from being considered by 
many to not be anything special to specifically The Sims 4, which was mentioned by many of 
the respondents as an example of a good character customization system. While question 14 
yielded worse results than expected, the majority of respondents gave a consistent answer on 
question 15 on what the issues were with these games and this again, follows the same 
patterns we’ve seen with the other questions, namely that character customization in these 
games feels limited and restricted to binary beauty ideals.
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Normative Gender Binary Customization
Eurocentric

Limited female character options
Objectification of women

Sexual dimorphism
Cosmetics locked behind paywall

N/A
No customization

Limited character customization
Forced normative male to avoid harassement

Hypersexuality
Clothing quality based on gender
Gender locked to steam gender

Too realistic visual style
Overrepresentation of negatives due to overall positives

No gender change
No choice of gender
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What made the character customization 
in those games stand out as particularly 
bad?



7.3 Player character (self-representation vs self-idealization 
representation)

 

 

The responses to these two questions displays a strong correlation in what transgender and 
genderqueer people use character customization for. The two questions are strongly mirrored. 
This is further reinforced by other questions where the majority of respondents state that they 
use character customization as a way to experiment with their gender expression and identity.
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7.4 Gender experimentation

Here again as with the earlier questions, we see that transgender and gender queer people use 
character customization as a way to experiment with their gender expression and identity. 
This likely being as it gives a safe environment and ideally allows the person to freely create a
character based on their internal experiences.

This is further shown by the answers to question 9.
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Dysphoria relief

It doesn't
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In what ways does character 
customization help with the ex-
pression of your gender identity? 



7.5 Importance of character customization

To further make the point from the earlier questions, a large majority of the respondents state 
that they consider character customization to be very important. This, as earlier shown, likely 
to be as it is such a significant tool for experimentation.

7.6 Character customization and gender dysphoria

A large majority of the respondents state that they experience gender dysphoria as seen above.
The question works as a filter for the gender dysphoria specific questions to avoid using 
respondents that are not relevant due to not experiencing gender dysphoria.
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As we can see above, there is a negative-leaning ambivalence among the responses which is 
interesting given that character customization is deemed as something problematic and in 
need of improving. Suggesting that the problems they see in character customization systems 
does not come from gender dysphoria.

The respondents however still seem to feel that like with earlier questions, although more 
centralized in this question, question 20, more diverse bodies will improve their experiences 
and better alleviate their gender dysphoria.
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More nonbinary choices

Gender unspecific clothing
Gender unspecific bodies

No gendered customization
Trans options
More options

Choice of pronouns
Move gender to end of customization

Change body throughout the game
N/A

Built in voice-modulator for voice chat
More fluid relationships regardless of gender

More clothing options

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 910

What could be changed to 
better alleviate your gender 
dysphoria?



The belief among the respondents that character customization helps against their gender 
dysphoria is further shown above.

7.7 Analysis summary

Based on the answers given, it could be stated that gender dysphoria seems to have little 
negative impact on transgender and genderqueer players experiences of character 
customization even though most of the current systems are very limited.

A large portion of the respondents see a personal benefit with character customization and use
it as a means of experimentation and self-discovery in a safe environment. However, to 
improve their experiences with character customization, a larger variety of options to create 
their idealized self is needed.
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8 Discussion

The results of the survey are similar to findings of previous research such as the paper by 
Griffiths, Arcelus and Bouman (2016) where they examine the role of gaming in the lives of 
individuals seeking treatment for gender dysphoria.
Their objective was to use example case studies to highlight that gaming is in some cases a 
functional way of dealing with gender dysphoria. This seems to be mirrored by the 
respondents.
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Further more, Avi Marciano examines in their paper, “Living the VirtuReal: Negotiating 
Transgender Identity in Cyberspace”, the ways transgender users “manoeuver between online 
and offline worlds in order to negotiate their complicated gender identity and to overcome 
offline impediments.” Which is shown by the answers from the respondents.
Some of the respondents find character customization to be a safe space for experimenting 
with aspects of identity and self expression that might otherwise expose them to harassment 
or threats.
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As Bridget Marie Blodgett, Heng Xu, and Eileen M. Trauth also describe in their paper, 
“Lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender (LGBT) issues in virtual worlds”, that due to avatar 
creations being restrained by the assumptions of its designer, some players are forced into 
narrow social roles that may not accurately represent them. The respondents gave consistent 
answers throughout the entire survey that they felt limited by the lack of options that exist in 
many games to create non-normative characters.
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9 Conclusion

To address the aim of this paper and the research question.

“What are the experiences of transgender and genderqueer players in regards to avatar 
creation systems, and what changes do they wish to see to make more inclusive avatar 
creation systems.”

A majority of the transgender and genderqueer respondents consider avatar creation systems 
to be overall positive and a tool for self-discovery and self-expression. Allowing them to 
create an idealized version of themselves that does not have a risk of exposing them to the 
harassment that they might be subject to in the world out side of the game.

The respondents gave very consistent views on what they wish to see changed to make avatar 
creation systems more inclusive. As a cheaper alternative in change, they wish for pronoun 
choices beyond he/she, they also wish that cosmetics such as clothing, makeup, and hairstyles 
should be possible to use for any character regardless of gender choice. If possible, some of 
them would even rather that gender was completely avoided as a selection.
However, the primary change that they wished to see was a larger variety of body types, so 
that they are able to create a character that looks more like them, has a build closer to them, 
instead of the choice between a hyper-feminine and a hyper-masculine character which exists 
in many games.

The key theme expressed by the respondents from the responses is options and choices. The 
more choices beyond stale cis-normative beauty ideals, the better the game is received. 
Battletech is an example of a game that made a very small change, and reaped a huge PR 
reward from LGBT+ groups because of it. All they did was in their configurations was to add 
a third option, non-binary, which allowed the person to choose any of the character portraits 
that were otherwise filtered if you chose man or woman. It might not have been a perfect 
solution, but it was enough for it to be greatly appreciated and that is an important point. A 
small change with no real financial impact, merely giving people a way to choose freely 
within the scope of the game was enough for the game to stick out from the crowd, because 
that is all they ask for – more options.

9.1 Future work

This study and the studies referred to open up for future work on larger groups, studies with 
focus groups, and studies with a focus on game mechanics and how better character 
customization systems can be implemented.
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