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Abstract. This study investigates the experiences of LGBTQ+ gamers within the context of gaming
communities, focusing on how these spaces affect their gender identity, social interactions, and
mental health. Drawing on qualitative data collected through in-depth interviews with eight LGBTQ+
gamers, the study explores the multifaceted role of gaming as a platform for self-expression,
community-building, and identity exploration. The findings reveal that gaming spaces offer LGBTQ+
individuals’ opportunities to experiment with gender presentation and receive affirmation through
customizable avatars and role-playing games. However, the study also highlights challenges faced
by LGBTQ+ gamers, including discrimination, harassment, and limited meaningful representation in
games. The research underscores the need for inclusive game design and community management
to promote safe and supportive gaming environments for marginalized players.
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1. Introduction

With the rapid development of digital technology, video games have become an integral part of
contemporary adolescents' lives, providing a platform not only for entertainment and socialization
but also for exploring self-identity and gender perception. Particularly in the context of increasing
social attention to diverse genders and sexual orientations (LGBTQ+), gaming spaces play a
significant role in shaping gender cognition and expression. The intersection between gaming and the
LGBTQ+ community has emerged as a critical area of research, offering insights into how digital
spaces influence identity exploration and community-building. Gaming provides a unique
environment where individuals can navigate and express their identities with varying degrees of
anonymity and freedom [1]. This study investigates the experiences of LGBTQ+ gamers through
interviews, focusing on how gaming communities affect their gender identity, social interactions, and
mental health. By examining these experiences, this paper aims to explore the potential of gaming as
a space for self-expression and its broader impact on social dynamics and attitudes toward gender
identity and sexuality [2].

2. Features and illustration about example game Sky: Children of Light

In the social adventure game ""Sky: Children of the Light,” upon entering the game's lobby interface,
players are granted access to an exclusive wardrobe system tailored specifically for them. This
wardrobe is thoughtfully divided into five sections, arranged from left to right as pants, masks,
hairstyles, capes, and other accessories, as shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2. This categorization not
only facilitates players in managing and selecting their attire, but also reflects a profound
understanding of players' individualization needs by the game designers [3-4].
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Figure 2. The Screenshot 2

At each of these different wardrobe sections, players can browse and choose from the clothing
items they already possess. These items are typically acquired using in-game currency such as hearts
and candles, but there are also some special, rarer, or unique clothing pieces that require real-world
money for purchase. This dual acquisition mechanism ensures game fairness while satisfying the
desires of some players for rare attire.

Given that the game offers players five distinct categories to choose from, they can freely combine
different items according to their preferences and aesthetic sense, creating unique outfits. This high
degree of customization allows each player to craft a one-of-a-kind appearance, even if these
appearances may not conform to mainstream aesthetics or popular styles [5]. This personalized attire
not only fulfills players' expressive desires and creativity but also enhances the game's playability and
entertainment value, as shown in Figure 3, Figure 4 and Figure 5.
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Figure 5. The Screenshot 5
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It is worth noting that many online influencers and bloggers also engage in outfit combinations
and displays based on the various clothes in "Sky: Children of the Light." They often put together
diverse and distinctive outfits according to their own aesthetic views and share and discuss them on
social media platforms [6]. These combinations may sometimes not align with mainstream aesthetics
but have received widespread welcome and recognition within the game. This further demonstrates
the success of the personalized attire system in "Sky: Children of the Light," as it not only stimulates
players' creativity but also fosters communication and interaction among them. Furthermore, the chat
system in "Sky: Children of the Light" also plays a pivotal role. Players, upon their first encounter,
must "light up" each other to unveil each other's attire, a process that requires mutual consent, thereby
effectively erecting a solid shield for players' privacy. Similarly, when building the bridge of
friendship—adding friends—players need to inquire and enter each other's usernames, a step that also
demonstrates the thoughtful consideration given to players' privacy. Players tend to adopt
personalized nicknames and even flexibly change their identities among different friends, further
highlighting the game's deep contemplation and adaptable strategies in privacy protection.

3. Literature Review

3.1. Representation of LGBT Diversity in Games

Research on the impact of games on adolescents' gender cognition underscores the importance of
LGBT diversity in games and its potential positive effects on gender perception. Studies such as Gillin
and Signorella (2023) note that online multiplayer gaming spaces create opportunities for players to
express a wide range of gender identities and sexual orientations. These platforms foster inclusive
attitudes among players, though discrimination and prejudice persist. Similarly, L&al (2022)
highlights the increasing representation of LGBTQ+ characters and narratives in games, enriching
game content and offering players diverse identity options. However, these studies caution that
stereotypical portrayals remain a challenge, emphasizing the need for proactive inclusivity by game
designers to avoid reinforcing harmful gender norms and biases.

3.2. Gaming Communities and Gender Perception

Gaming communities provide a vital social space where adolescents can interact, share
experiences, and develop their sense of self-identity. Research from the MetaEngine Team (n.d.)
explains that gaming communities facilitate interactions between players, exposing adolescents to
diverse gender expressions and sexual orientations. This exposure broadens their cognitive horizons
and challenges traditional gender norms. Alix (2020) argues that these spaces serve as hubs for
informal social learning, where adolescents negotiate and redefine their understanding of gender roles.

The LGBTQ Youth and Technology: Finding Their Way Through Online Communities (2021)
report further emphasizes the significance of gaming communities for LGBTQ+ youth. For many,
these communities offer a crucial sense of belonging and emotional support. By providing a safe
environment for communication and self-expression, gaming communities help promote adolescents’
acceptance and affirmation of their gender identity. This research highlights the dual role of gaming
communities: as spaces for both identity exploration and the fostering of solidarity among
marginalized groups.

3.3. Empirical Studies on Games and Gender Perception

While empirical studies specifically addressing the impact of gaming on adolescents' gender
cognition remain limited, relevant findings can be drawn from related research. Toma (2016)
indirectly explores the role of gaming in shaping gender perceptions by examining online social
interactions and their effects on interpersonal relationships. Toma notes that online platforms,
including gaming spaces, provide opportunities for individuals to experiment with self-identity and
gender roles. These insights suggest that games may function as a unique medium for adolescents to
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explore and construct their gender identities, albeit further research is needed to explicitly connect
these interactions to gaming contexts.

In addition, studies examining the psychological impacts of online interactions provide a
foundation for understanding gaming’s role in adolescent development. For example, research on
identity formation in digital spaces often points to the importance of anonymity and creative freedom,
which are key features of many gaming environments. This supports the hypothesis that games can
facilitate safe exploration of gender identity in ways traditional social contexts may not.

3.4. Public Discourse and Online Resources

Web resources and public discourse further illuminate the intersection of gaming and gender
perception. Fiorellini's (2021) article in JSTOR Daily discusses the overlap between the LGBTQ+
community and gaming spaces, referring to this connection as a “Venn Diagram of LGBTQ+ and
Gaming Communities.” The article notes that many LGBTQ+ youth find a profound sense of
belonging in these spaces, which positively influences their self-perception and gender cognition.
Fiorellini emphasizes how gaming communities foster a shared sense of identity and solidarity,
enabling marginalized groups to challenge societal norms.

Additionally, public discussions on social media and forums reflect growing awareness of the role
gaming plays in promoting gender diversity. Online dialogues often highlight both the empowering
potential of gaming for identity exploration and the persistent challenges of exclusion or toxic
behavior. These discussions indicate a collective desire for greater inclusivity and accountability
within gaming communities, reinforcing the importance of research in this area.

3.5. Challenges and Future Directions

Despite the potential benefits of gaming for gender perception, challenges persist. Many games
continue to perpetuate stereotypical portrayals of gender roles, and not all gaming communities are
inclusive spaces. Toxicity, harassment, and discrimination remain significant barriers, particularly for
LGBTQ+ players. Future research should focus on addressing these challenges by exploring how to
design games and community structures that promote positive gender representation and foster
inclusivity. Empirical studies are especially needed to examine the specific mechanisms through
which gaming impacts gender cognition and the ways players navigate these digital environments to
develop their identities.

4. Methodology

This research will utilize a qualitative approach, focusing on interviews with 8 LGBTQ+
individuals who participate in gaming communities. The study will conduct in-depth, semi-structured
interviews to gather rich, detailed accounts of personal experiences in gaming spaces. The participant
pool will consist of 8 gamers from various backgrounds, with a focus on those who actively engage
in online multiplayer games. The interviews will explore themes such as experiences with gender
identity, the safety of gaming environments, community dynamics, and the role of anonymity in self-
expression. A pilot study will be conducted to refine the interview and survey questions before the
full-scale data collection. All participant data will be kept strictly confidential, and any identifying
information will be anonymized to ensure privacy and protection.

5. Data Analysis

The analysis of data collected from 8 interviews aims to identify key themes between gaming
experiences and LGBTQ+ identity expression. Thematic analysis was used to systematically organize,
code, and interpret the qualitative data, focusing on the features of participants lived experiences in
gaming spaces. Data analysis part outlines the findings, structured around the core themes identified
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during the analysis: gender identity exploration, community dynamics, challenges in gaming spaces,
and psychological impacts.

5.1. Gender ldentity Exploration

Participants consistently highlighted the role of gaming spaces in exploring and expressing their
gender identity. Many described gaming avatars and character customization as tools for
experimenting with gender presentation, providing a sense of freedom and agency absent in offline
environments. Key findings include:

A. Customization as self-expression: 75%of participants noted that customizable avatars allowed
them to embody and explore identities that aligned with their gender perception. For example, K said:
"In real life, |1 don't always feel comfortable expressing my gender identity the way | want, but in
games, | can create an avatar that truly represents me. Customizing my character’s appearance and
pronouns gives me a sense of freedom and validation that I don’t always get offline."

B. Anonymity and safety: Most participants emphasized that gaming’s anonymity enabled them
to engage in gender exploration without fear of judgment, especially for those who had not come out
in real life. For example, L said: "Gaming gives me a space where | can experiment with my gender
identity without worrying about how people in my real life will react. The anonymity allows me to
be myself without fear of judgment or discrimination, which is something I don’t always have in the
offline world."

C. Role-playing and affirmation: Role-playing games were frequently mentioned as platforms
where participants felt affirmed in their chosen identities, receiving positive reinforcement from other
players. Such as, k said "In role-playing games, | can fully immerse myself in a character that reflects
my true gender identity. When other players recognize and respect my character’s identity, it feels
validating—Ilike a small but meaningful affirmation of who I really am."”

5.2. Community Dynamics

Gaming communities emerged as critical spaces for LGBTQ+ individuals to find support,
belonging, and shared understanding. Several subthemes were identified:

A. Belonging and solidarity: 62.5% of participants reported finding a sense of community in
LGBTQ+-friendly guilds or forums, which fostered connections with like-minded individuals.

B. Shared experiences: Participants discussed the importance of these communities in providing
a platform to share challenges and triumphs related to their gender identity. K.L. said: "Being part of
an LGBTQ+ gaming community has been life-changing. | can openly talk about my experiences,
struggles, and victories with people who understand. It’s comforting to know I’m not alone and that
others have faced similar challenges and found ways to overcome them."

C. Allyship and advocacy: Some participants highlighted the presence of allies within gaming
communities who actively advocated for inclusivity and supported LGBTQ+ members. Interviewee
M said: "I've met amazing allies in gaming communities who stand up against discrimination and
create safe spaces for LGBTQ+ players. Seeing others advocate for inclusivity, whether by calling
out harmful behavior or simply respecting our identities, makes a huge difference in feeling accepted
and valued."

5.3. Challenges in Gaming Spaces

While gaming provides opportunities for expression and connection, participants also reported
encountering significant barriers, including:

A. Toxicity and harassment: 80% of participants shared experiences of discrimination, with slurs,
misgendering, and targeted harassment being common.

B. Gatekeeping: Several participants described instances of being excluded from gaming spaces
due to their gender identity or sexual orientation, particularly in competitive settings. For example, A
said: "There have been times when | was excluded from a team or ridiculed just because of my gender
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identity. In competitive gaming, some people act like you don’t belong if you don’t fit their idea of
who should be playing. It’s frustrating because my skills should matter more than my identity."

C. Limited representation: Despite progress, participants noted that stereotypical or tokenized
LGBTQ+ characters in games often fell short of meaningful representation. For example, C said: "It's
great to see more LGBTQ+ characters in games, but many of them still feel like stereotypes or just
added for the sake of diversity. | wish there were more complex, well-developed LGBTQ+ characters
whose identities are part of the story rather than just a checkbox."

5.4. Psychological Impacts

The psychological effects of gaming experiences varied, with both positive and negative outcomes
identified:

A.Positive impacts: Many participants described gaming as a therapeutic outlet, offering escape
from societal pressures and enabling self-expression in a safe environment. The sense of belonging
in LGBTQ+ gaming communities was linked to improved self-esteem and mental health. For example,
C said: "Gaming has been a safe haven for me. It lets me escape from the stress and judgment of the
real world and just be myself. In LGBTQ+ gaming communities, I’ve found support and acceptance,
which has really helped my confidence and mental well-being."

B.Negative impacts: Conversely, participants who experienced harassment or exclusion reported
heightened feelings of isolation and anxiety. For some, the persistent discrimination in gaming spaces
reinforced existing insecurities about their gender identity.

5.5. Broader Implications

Through thematic qualitative analysis, several broader implications could be identified:

A. Gender expression and community dynamics: Participants with strong support networks in
gaming communities were more likely to express their gender identity openly in both digital and
offline spaces.

B. Harassment and mental health: Negative experiences in gaming spaces were strongly correlated
with lower self-esteem and increased mental health challenges among participants.

These findings underscore the dual nature of gaming spaces as both opportunities for self-
expression and sources of potential harm, highlighting the need for targeted interventions to foster
inclusivity and mitigate toxicity.

6. Findings

This study’s findings, derived from thematic analysis of interview data, highlight the multifaceted
role of gaming spaces in shaping gender identity, community dynamics, and psychological well-being
among LGBTQ+ gamers. Key themes that emerged include gender identity exploration, community
dynamics, challenges in gaming spaces, and the broader psychological and social implications of
these experiences.

6.1. Gender ldentity Exploration

Gaming spaces serve as important environments for LGBTQ+ individuals to explore and express
their gender identity, offering flexibility and freedom in experimenting with gender presentation. A
significant majority of participants reported that customizable avatars allowed them to present
themselves in ways that aligned with their gender identity, which was not always possible in offline
spaces. Many also highlighted the anonymity of gaming platforms as a protective factor, providing a
sense of safety in exploring their identity without fear of social stigma or judgment. Additionally,
role-playing games (RPGs) emerged as a critical avenue for gender affirmation, allowing players to
experiment with gendered interactions and receive positive reinforcement from in-game social
interactions.
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6.2. Community Dynamics

Gaming communities offer LGBTQ+ gamers a space for belonging, support, and collective
identity-building, often functioning as informal support networks where individuals can connect with
like-minded peers. Many participants described finding a sense of community in LGBTQ+-inclusive
gaming guilds, forums, and social networks, which fostered connections and reduced feelings of
isolation. Many also emphasized the importance of these communities in providing a platform to
share lived experiences related to gender identity and sexual orientation. Additionally, some
participants highlighted the role of allies in gaming spaces, noting that their advocacy and support
were crucial in fostering inclusivity, challenging discrimination, and creating safer environments for
LGBTQ+ members.

6.3. Challenges in Gaming Spaces

Despite the potential for inclusivity, gaming spaces are not universally welcoming, as many
participants reported facing various forms of discrimination and exclusion. A striking 80% recounted
experiencing toxicity and harassment, including homophobic or transphobic slurs, misgendering, and
targeted attacks. Several participants also described instances of gatekeeping and exclusion,
particularly in competitive gaming settings, where their gender identity or sexual orientation was used
as a basis for marginalization. Additionally, while LGBTQ+ representation in games has increased,
many expressed frustration over stereotypical or tokenized portrayals that fail to authentically reflect
the diversity of their identities, highlighting the need for more meaningful inclusion.

6.4. Psychological and Social Impacts

The psychological impact of gaming experiences varied across participants, with both positive and
negative outcomes shaping their mental well-being and social identity formation. Many participants
viewed gaming as a therapeutic escape, providing a space for self-expression, socialization, and
community support. The presence of LGBTQ+-friendly gaming spaces was linked to improved self-
esteem and a reduced sense of isolation. Conversely, those who frequently encountered harassment
or exclusion reported heightened anxiety, self-doubt, and alienation. For some, toxic gaming
environments reinforced existing societal prejudices, negatively affecting their mental health and
overall well-being.

6.5. Broader Implications

Through qualitative analysis, several broader implications of gaming as a space for LGBTQ+
identity exploration emerged. Participants who felt supported in gaming communities were more
likely to express their gender identity openly in real life, highlighting the influence of virtual spaces
on offline self-expression. However, exposure to toxic gaming environments correlated with lower
self-esteem and heightened mental health challenges among LGBTQ+ gamers, emphasizing the
significant psychological impact of discrimination in digital spaces. These findings underscore the
necessity for game developers and community moderators to implement strategies that promote
inclusivity, reduce discrimination, and ensure safe gaming spaces for marginalized players.

These findings highlight the dual role of gaming spaces as both opportunities for self-expression
and potential sources of harm. They emphasize the importance of fostering inclusive, supportive
environments to maximize the positive impacts of gaming for LGBTQ+ individuals while mitigating
the challenges they face.

7. Conclusion

Based on interviews with eight LGBTQ+ gamers, this study found that gaming spaces significantly
impact gender identity exploration, community dynamics, and mental health. A notable 75% of
participants used customizable avatars to express their gender identity, reflecting the unique
opportunities for self-expression in gaming. Gaming communities provided support and belonging to
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over 60% of participants, fostering connections and reducing isolation. However, 80% of participants
reported experiencing discrimination, harassment, and toxicity, negatively impacting their mental
health. The study highlights the need for inclusive game design and community management to
ensure safe gaming environments for LGBTQ+ players. Further research is essential to explore
strategies for mitigating these challenges and promoting greater inclusivity within gaming spaces.
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