CHANGE
THE
GAME

WHY WE PLAY:

THE WORLD OF WOMEN AND MOBILE GAMING
There’s been lots of conversation within the gaming community about gender and inclusivity,
but little research or discussion about how these issues impact the mobile space. As the
world’s largest mobile gaming destination, and with a mission to build for all, Google Play
set out to understand whether mobile gaming is truly a welcoming space for everyone and
examined the steps we can take to become a more inclusive gaming hub.
We partnered with gaming intelligence provider Newzoo on a quantitative study to
understand the experiences and perceptions of female players in the US. Then worked with
dozens of game makers, critics, players and academics to contextualize our findings.
While we still have a lot to learn about inclusion in the mobile gaming industry, we hope
our initial findings can be the start of an important conversation for women and other
underrepresented communities.

1

OUR FINDINGS

Unless otherwise specified all data points come from the Newzoo Study commissioned by Google Play.
Based on data from over 3,330 respondents aged 10-65 in the US.
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WOMEN ARE GAMING IN UNPRECEDENTED NUMBERS
A host of cultural norms both inside and outside of the gaming world have contributed to the
impression that videogames are predominantly played by men. While this was historically
true, it’s no longer the case. Today, with the rise of mobile gaming, more women are playing
than ever before.
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•

65% of women aged 10-65 in the US play mobile games.

•

49% of mobile gamers are women.

MOBILE IS DEMOCRATIZING GAMING
The smartphone’s ubiquity is ushering in a new era for gaming. It’s now possible to play
nearly anywhere at any time. Mobile provides access to a universe of games, all in the palm
of your hand.
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HOW OFTEN DO
WOMEN PLAY?

43%
OF WOMEN

WHERE DO
WOMEN PLAY?

IN BED

THE BATHROOM

38%
OF MEN

AT HOME
PLAY 5 TIMES PER WEEK OR MORE

WHY DO
WOMEN PLAY?

HOW DO THEY FEEL
WHEN THEY PLAY?

ENTERTAINMENT

STRESS RELIEVER

RESTFUL MOMENT
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SAY THAT PLAYING MAKES THEM FEEL GOOD
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MOBILE GAMES STILL PUT MEN FRONT AND CENTER
Even in our own Google Play store, more male-identified characters are featured in store
icons than female-identified ones. This imbalance can give players the impression that
women have a smaller role than men in this world.
•

Of the top 100 grossing games on Google Play, 44% more of the app icons
feature male characters than female characters.3

•

The majority (60%) of women who play mobile games think that 30% or fewer of
mobile games are made for women.

THERE’S EVIDENCE OF SYSTEMATIC GENDER BIAS IN GAMEPLAY
•

25% of men who play mobile games agree that “I would spend more time playing
mobile games if I knew I was playing with or against players of my own gender”
vs. only 10% of women.

•

Among men who play mobile games the most (10+ hours/week) the number
rises to 47%. For women, this desire remains fairly consistent.

The male preference for gameplay within their own gender group may produce exclusionary
interactions which trickle down and make female players feel less welcome.
In the console and PC gaming worlds, especially, many female players feel this bias:
researchers at the Norwegian University of Science and Technology found that half of
female players have actively concealed their gender to the gaming community and their
fellow players.4
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WOMEN ARE UNDERREPRESENTED IN THE GAMING INDUSTRY
The gender imbalance of games, characters, icons and marketing is symptomatic of a larger
issue: women are significantly underrepresented in game-making. The industry’s lack of
diversity limits its ability to build games that resonate with a wide and diverse audience.
•

Only 27.8% of the gaming industry is female, transgender or another gender
identity.5

•

Only 23% of women and 40% of men feel that there is equal treatment and
opportunity for all in the game industry.6
“At the end of the day, we want every single person in the world to love playing
games, and the best way to achieve that goal is to have an industry that
is welcoming to every person in the world. To create experiences that are
meaningful to the entire world, you have to have a team that is representative.
Otherwise you make bad assumptions and move forward with bad data and
overlook a lot of really obvious challenges.”
				
				
				
- Jen MacLean, Managing Director of the
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International Game Developers Association.
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GENDER BIAS HAS A NEGATIVE IMPACT ON THE WOMEN WHO PLAY
Despite the fact that women are playing mobile games in unprecedented numbers, they’re
less likely than men to embrace their play.
In fact, women are less likely to:
•

EXPLORE a variety of genres: The majority of women play just two or fewer genres,
while the majority of men play three or more.

•

COMMUNICATE about play with friends: Men talk more frequently about mobile
games than women do (44% Men vs. 27% Women).

•

INVEST in mobile gaming: More men than women pay for mobile games
(52% Men; 33% Women).

•

VALUE their investment: More men than women feel good/excited/satisfied upon
payment of a new game (70% Men; 58% Women) while more women than men feel
guilt/regret upon payment (23% Women; 16% Men).

•

IDENTIFY: More men than women self-identify as gamers (57% Men; 29% Women).

“I think that women just don’t feel that the space is meant for them. They
might think that one small part is meant for them. But not all of it. That’s why
social games worked. It was so easy to see which one of my friends was
playing those games. You knew - if my aunt is playing that game, then it can’t
be completely not for me. It gives me sort of a safe space to know that it’s
probably at least a little bit for me.”
				
				
				
- Shira Chess, Author of Ready Player Two:
				

OUR COMMITMENTS

Women Gamers and Designed Identity

We believe that mobile gaming has the potential to inspire creativity, build connections
between people, and serve as a gateway to new worlds and passions. There’s an opportunity
to make mobile gaming more diverse, more inclusive, and more engaging so all players can
fully experience these benefits.
Our mission is to make mobile gaming truly for everyone by celebrating and empowering
women as players and creators. To do this, we’re committed to improving gender diversity in
the following three areas of the mobile gaming world. While moving the needle won’t be easy,
we are determined to keep working toward long-term change.

“It’s incredibly hopeful that women are playing games even when they don’t
see themselves represented. Imagine if we changed that - it would be like
taking down a dam. There’s a huge opportunity both to create systems that
are fairer, and to meet a desire that is clearly already there for female players.”
				
				
				- Jessica Hammer, Assistant Professor at the		
Human-Computer Interaction Institute/
Entertainment Technology Center at CMU
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PROMOTE DIVERSITY IN AND OF GAMES
Today, games with male themes and characters monopolize the spotlight. We envision a
future full of unique, inclusive stories to play. To do this, we’re shining a spotlight on the
multitude of strong female characters in the Google Play Store’s Indie Corner. And to support
the creation of more inclusive game stories, we created Infinite Deviation: Games to give
up-and-coming game-makers the chance to bring their ideas to life.

CELEBRATE THE FULL SPECTRUM OF FEMALE PLAYERS AND EXPERIENCES
Even though 65% of US women play mobile games, there’s a pervasive belief that most
players are men, and that when women do play, they’re only interested in one type of
game. We aim to correct misconceptions by featuring the diversity of gaming interests and
experiences of female players. We’re also working to fight assumptions by spreading the word
that (nearly) everybody plays, and we have activations planned throughout 2018 to continue
this mission.

EMPOWER THE NEXT GENERATION OF GAME-MAKERS
Today, women are significantly underrepresented in the technology industry as a whole, and
in the gaming industry in particular. To combat this gender gap, it’s critical to get girls excited
and aware of future possibilities in these fields. We’re partnering with Girls Make Games
to create opportunities for girls to envision, design and develop mobile games. Through
Google’s Made With Code, we’re introducing teen girls to computer science, teaching them to
develop games, make music, create entertainment, and even design fashion through code.
Going forward, we’ll continue to build and scale programs for skills development, career
opportunities, and mentorship.
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DEVELOPER CHECKLIST How can you make your games more inclusive? We put together a list of questions for our
developer partners to consider.

KNOWING YOUR AUDIENCE
•

Do you really know who your players are? Do you know who does not play your game and
why? By understanding the current composition of your player base, you can identify an
opportunity for future growth. Measure and evaluate the percentage of players who are
female. Is there a difference in their user experience compared to your male players?

•

The same goes for new developments: When designing your game, or thinking of future
development, it can be a useful exercise to think of the range of people who may play
your game rather than gravitating to the ‘typical’ player. By thoroughly researching user
audiences you can potentially make a stronger business case and ensure that you
capture underserved audiences such as female players.

BUILDING MORE INCLUSIVE GAMES
•

Look at your imagery and iconography from the perspective of all players. Are you
alienating potential players?

•

Pre-launch: When running store listing experiments pay attention to your icon,
screenshots and videos. Depending on your game you might be able to increase your
conversion rate with more inclusive imagery. Don’t miss out on reaching female players.

•

Think of launching with female game characters, or testing new ones when running
LiveOps. Track how users are resonating with the characters and listen to the feedback of
your community. Your game can meet the needs of all players.

GROWING A DIVERSE TEAM
•

Look at your team and compare it with the user composition of your game. Is your
team truly representative of your audience? Is it well equipped to help you capture the
maximum potential user audience by making your game appealing to everyone? And
bonus question: Do you have enough diversity of perspectives from your team members
to build truly innovative and exciting games that will appeal to a broad spectrum of
potential players?

•

It’s human nature to build games you want to play. Consider requesting feedback from a
broad representation of your potential players at several stages throughout your game’s
lifecycle. The same goes for your own development team.

MAXIMIZING THE OPPORTUNITY
•
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Some women are not as engaged as some men with the games they play today. This
represents a huge opportunity for developers: As user acquisition costs rise, think of the
potential virality of building a game that truly resonates and excites all players.

