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ABSTRACT:

Prior feminist studies in the field of digital education focus primarily on the need to retrain teachers and the need to
attract women to programming. Digital games have been a part of both formal and informal education processes for
several decades. Despite their longstanding prominence, the potential for gender education has not yet been fully
explored. The paper focuses on specific games and uses content analysis to focus on the interactive, narrative and
audiovisual components of digital games and on individual motifs or mechanics that are associated with appropriate
feminist themes. The main aim of the article is to showcase the abilities and limits of educational digital games created
by independent developers to teach players within the gaming community about topics of sexuality. The text also
shows how individual games can help in the field of gender education. At the same time, by examining the game
market, we estimate what possibilities independent educational games have for reaching audiences in gaming culture.
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1 Introduction

The issue of gender is very topical in many fields related to education, upbringing and socialisation. We can see
that the teaching process is experimenting with the use of media that are stercotypically perceived only for
entertainment. Universities are equally incorporating gender sensitivity into the teaching process, as evidenced by a
textbook on the subject published by Comenius University (Buricova & Fabikova, 2020). At the same time, the comic
book version suggests that the approach to the forms and means of teaching has also changed in the Slovak
environment over recent decades. New technologies, advances in social media, as well as digital games have globally
entered the thinking about education and self-development (Schmuck, 2021). However, educational digital games
have already surpassed being a mere teaching tool in schools. The creation of digital games has become a form of self-
expression for young creators. More than before, digital games convey authentic life situations and provide a safe
space for experimentation and new experiences. Several studies (Adachi & Willoughby, 2013; Halbrook etal., 2019)
have confirmed that playing digital games naturally strengthens skills such as quick reflexes, effective decision-making
under pressure and aids in emotional development. Furthermore, positive links have been found between gaming and
the building of communication and socialisation skills, as well as possibilities in integrating digital games into the
process of teaching history or foreign languages. We claim that the spaces and characters of digital games also offer
further possibilities for education in gender issues.

Westerlaken (2018) wrote that in digital games, even people from marginalised groups become heroes. One
positive approach to the medium in question is precisely that through avatars we create new cognitive representations
of ourselves — even at the level of gender. Wesley Schulz (2001) says that we value plants, animals but also other
people, according to the extent to which they are included in the cognitive representation of ourselves. Thus, the
significant rise of LGBT+ characters in mainstream work like Ellie and Lev in 7%e last of s 2 (Naughty Dog, 2020),
Alex Chen and Steph Gingrich in Zfe is strange: True colors (Deck Nine, 2021) Judy Alvarez in Cyberpunk 2077
(CD Projekt Red, 2020), etc. likewise expands the roles with which gamers can identify. The development of
characters shows that digital-game works have undergone a considerable transformation not only on the part of the
recipients but also on the part of the creators.

However, digital-gaming culture is still developing in a highly toxic environment. We can point to the unhealthy
internet environment full of misogyny, sexual harassment and hateful opinions, all the way through to the poor
working conditions in game studios, which, due to high workload, do notallow for deeper interpersonal relationships
to be maintained. Creating safe spaces — both real and virtual - is particularly important for marginalised groups.
According to the ADL (2019), up to seventy-four percent of adult female and male online gamers in the U.S. have
experienced some type of harassment involving threats, including physical threats and online stalking. Fifty-three
percent of victims believe the attacks were motivated because of their race, religion, gender, sex, or sexual orientation.
Up to thirty-five per cent of people identifying as LGBT+ said they had experienced some kind of harassment because
of their sexual orientation. Positive role models for young people, as well as continuous education that helps against
the fear of the unknown and the different, is a necessity for creating a more tolerant society. Independent digital
games, especially those considered educational and “serious’, could thus be another tool for building empathy.
Awareness about gender and sexual identity comes from independent developers coming together on izc/.éo. Many of
these titles do not aspire to become products that function as teaching material in schools (although they could
become so). The digital games in question thus serve more “inside” digital-gaming culture. The developers seek to
reinforce critical perceptions of generalisation and bias. However, the reach and therefore potential effect of such
works is highly problematic.

Outside of strictly industry-related game production, educational games have been slowly moving into formal
and informal learning. Gaming in general has a rich history intertwined with education (Utoyo, 2019; Martinez et al.,
2022; Cole etal., 2023). As the medium of digital games evolves, independent developers have started to utilise the
medium as a tool for gender education, providing safe spaces for identity exploration and representation (Shaw,
2014). Gender-related topics have been researched in relation to educational digital games, but the focus remains
mainly on traditional educational games and their gender coding (Dahya et al., 2017; Steiner et al., 2009). High-
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profile ties specifically aimed at the problematics of sexuality and gender are scarce and rarely used in formal
education. While some universities have begun incorporating gender studies into game design programmes, there is
still a need for structured initiatives that bridge the gap between academic research and industry practices (Flanagan,
2009). Educational games tackling LGBTQ+ related topics are primarily made by independent developers. They are
often created with high personal interest in the developers with the idea of providing authentic experiences to the
player, often stemming from the developers” own personal experience with the displayed topic (Ruberg, 2020).
Despite that, independent educational games often struggle to reach a broader audience due to limited funding,
sparse marketing, and utilisation of less mainstream platforms. This raises questions about the potential scalability of
independent (gender) educational games and their possible impact on wider gaming culture.

2 Methodology

This paper aims to highlight the position of independent educational games that directly depict the theme of
gender or sexual orientation within digital-gaming culture. The reach and potential effect of such products can only
be estimated by understanding the preconceptions held about educational games by female and male gamers. In order
tounderstand this issue, itis necessary to identify stereotypical ideas not only about educational games, but also about
indie work, specifically indie queer work and its developers. In addition to theoretical knowledge, we use discursive
analysis as well as game market analysis to do this, and through this we should be able to capture the current state of
digital-game culture. Analysing the gaming market from a gender-studies perspective will help us to understand the
initial position of gendered educational digital games, as theoretical knowledge would not be sufficient with such a
dynamically evolving medium. To further explore this issue, we have chosen to critically analyse selected educational
digital games published on ézc/.io and the redistribution platform Steam. The selected games have already undergone
critical evaluation, usually by the organisers of the Queer Games Festval or by the players themselves, thus moving
the creators from the level of amateur creators, who make digital games as a hobby, to the role of semi-professional to
professional developers. Our aim is to use audio-visual and content analysis of the selected works to point out the
elements that are expected by the public, especially the hard-core demographic. These are players who have identified
digital gaming as part of their identity. These may not be the expected or preferred audiences by the creators, the aim
is to determine whether the quality of the works would also match the preferences of hardcore female gamers. The
expectations given are important for whether female and male gamers will finish the game and thus confront the
content. The content preferences of female and male gamers from a gender studies perspective have been explored in
several scholarly studies, on which we follow up below. Although the claims made by female and male gamers were not
directed at the genre of educational games, these findings can be applied to them as well, as they are about the idea of
what a “true digital game” should contain. However, the selected works should still meet the demands of the
educational genre and its specificities to ensure an educational function.

3 Making “Better” Games

The job of a game developer is not always ideal. Unbalanced working hours, difficult balancing between work
and family, or unstable working conditions are just some of the few examples of what life in the games industry is like.
Campaigns such as #/reasonwhy have also exposed gender-based issues such as unequal pay and sexual harassment
in the workplace. Ruberg particularly highlights the intersectionality of these issues and author’s state 7%e precarious
labor of queer indie game-making: Who benefits from making video games “better? (2019) forms the argumentative
basis for our study. Ruberg (2019) welcomes the celebration of queer indie games and the attention they are
receiving. However, it is also important to highlight the socio-economic aspects of such work and the material
disparities between queer creators, creators of different races and nationalities. The interviews also suggest that
remaining in work in the independent sphere is based on the market and the creative preferences of the individuals
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themselves. Queer creators are often perceived as artists. There is a perception that their aim is to deliver a particular
message and enter into a debate with the culture of the moment. However, the investment of time and money is often
neglected and unappreciated by the public — financially and otherwise. At the extreme, the commercial success of
queer indie titles is not expected at all. The precedent in question is rooted in the current perception of art and artists.
Particularly in post-socialist countries, we may notice that works in which performance can be quantified are perceived
as more valuable. However, the frequent reluctance to pay for independent work also stems from the functioning of
the game market itself.

Freelancing is used by aspiring creatives to build a portfolio and gradually work their way up to larger projects.
Platforms like itch.io are also available to amateur enthusiasts who pursue digital game programming as a leisure
activity. Amateur enthusiasts do not really expect to be financially rewarded for their activity. Their creation is more
for their own satisfaction of needs, whether as a form of relaxation or a challenge. The quality of works shared on
similar portals varies from piece to piece. However, the slow digitalisation of the gaming market creates a cluttered
environment where cultural artefacts cannot be preserved. Even high quality and original works end up being
overlooked due to the large amount of content (Macik & Sasalova, 2022). Of course, programming a digital game
requires “hard knowledge™ and access to a computer, many game engines such as Unity, CryEngine or Unreal Engine
are now available for free and are preferred by amateur and independent creators alike.

This is also linked to another problem. There is a perception that no additional material resources are needed
thanks to the free tools. At the same time, free engines provide pre-made templates, so it erroneously suggests that
creating an independent digital does not require any programming knowledge. Although even high-budget projects
often use free engines, creating with such tools can be more associated with a “cheap” product, thus decreasing
consumer confidence. Indeed, the gaming digital market is specific in that the work of one person or small studio can
rival that of Targe corporations in its success. However, the label of quality of independent creation is still provided by
the publishing platform, be it PlayStation or Nintendo. For personal computers, it is mainly the Steam platform, where
the developer pays a fee of 100 euros to publish his/her own game. The material background of the developer largely
influences where the starting position of a given work will be in the game market. Developers of independent digital
games often use crowdfunding services such as Kickstarter to raise external funding. However, even with external
help, the funds for creation, release, distribution and marketing purposes are often insufficient even to cover basic
costs. The combination of indie creation with artistic, serious and educational games creates the perception that they
should (or do) stand outside the laws of the market. This problem can be seen ina number of arts industries and media.
Deresiewicz (2020) explains how modernity popularised the image of the artist as a bohemian, alonely genius, where
his poverty was proof of inner purity and rebellious nature against consumer socicty. However, it could be said that
this stereotypical perception of an artist came much earlier and was amplified through its variations, and continues
nowadays even to video game artist-developers. Martin and Deuze say that “in this idealised notion of independence,
the connection between producer and consumer can exist “naturally,” that is, outside the influence of commercial
sponsorship and market orientation” (2009, p. 278). Thus, an independent digital game is created by game studios
or individuals in a way that ensures their financial and creative independence, which implies greater input from
creators who, through non-traditional, experimental or creative approaches, make up for the shortcomings that a
smaller budget might create. The problem is that consumer demands for the products in question are often equal to,
if not greater than, those from high-budget productions. Their audiences are reluctant to lower their demands.
Making a digital game requires other hard skills besides programming, such as animation, video production, sound,
ete. Although society’s view of artists is changing, we can note that the tradition that praises the creator as a “genius”
is still very strong. The developer doesn’t just have to be imaginative, but equally has to excel in marketing,
distribution, game animation, sound, etc. After development is complete, they attend select game festivals, interacts
with fans, and build their own brand. Perhaps more than “genius,” audiences expect a given developer to take on the
role of celebrity. A society that expects people to constantly improve places huge demands on game creation. The
evolution of technology contributes to this pressure. Digital games using 2D pixel graphics instead of hypermodern
representations of reality are either “retro” or “outdated” and “unpolished”, but nothing in between.

These demands are even more of a problem for people who also have to cope with a homophobic, sexist or racist
environment. Although the gaming market has transformed in recent years, interest in queer content and confronting
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gender identities is still relatively “new”. Atleast from interviews with Tarja Porkka Kontturi (Diverse game developer
mentor at IGDA, member of We in Games Finland and Director of Communication at Global Game Jam) it is clear
that there is awareness of the need to create an environment where people can create games regardless of gender, class
and education. We can already see attempts to implement game jams into the educational process, as they can teach
children not only hard skills but also necessary skills within the socio-cultural context (Kobeticovd & Porkka-
Kontturi, 2021).

Despite the broader scope of Global Game Jam, events have been specifically created to address matters of
gender identity. Since 2018, the Queer Games Festival has been supporting young creators in making queer digital
games. As they write on the application form: “Big games, small games, fun games, serious games, trash games. We
want them all” (The queer games festival naarm melbourne, n.d.). In a way, this quote captures the state of digital
games that openly speak out against masculine discourse. [t also points out the small number of such games and the
need to fill the market’s blind spots. The growing interest in the subject not only creates an opportunity for
experimentation and innovation, but also a space for real talent. It is hoped that with the changing societal climate,
educational games clarifying issues of gender or sexual identification will be in demand. However, the above quote
also shows that queer digital game development, due to its absence in gaming history, goes through a process of
inclusion differently than most game production. Throughout gaming history, we can find periods where low-quality
game production and content copying almost destroyed the gaming market (Williams, 2017). Digital games have
been shedding the label of a “less valuable” medium for quite along time. The discussions that are held about digital
games as art mostly point to the entertainment function as the reason why, in the case of digital games, we can only
talk about the artistic qualities of selected titles. A digital game must be entertaining. The gaming industry is still
vividly debating whether entertaining is the right term. There has been considerable rethinking in this respect as well.
What is certain, however, is that indie gaming has gained a reputation for works that are closer to “serious gaming.”
These are works that provide multiple interpretations or other aesthetic qualities to their recipients. However, there
is a problem with the term “serious” itself, which is reflected in other authors who use the term only cautiously, often
in quotation marks. This effort seems to stem from the urge not to introduce further dichotomies into academic
discourse in terms such as independent/mainstream, i.¢., serious/non-serious, worthy of attention/rejected. The
notion that there is such a thing as “serious playing” as opposed to “just playing for fun” must be avoided. Especially
if playing for fun is attributed only to audiences preferring mainstream work. Itis fair to argue that the notion of digital
games as a product designed only for entertainment is a misconception. Every type of game, even “shovelware™ games
with no creative input, which are designed only for quick commerce are based on a certain political setting and are
equally the source, propagator, and destroyer of gender, racial, religious, or other stereotypes. In the gaming market,
the close proximity between the mainstream and independent digital-gaming must be perceived. We believe that the
influence between independent and mainstream work is as dynamic in no other medium. In a way, Ruberg (2019)
argues that the mainstream parasitises independent work. Thus, the innovations and ideas of independent work only
serve to enrich exaggerated white males in turn. Her article further urges the question, who ends up paying the price
for digital games being “better” and “more diverse?” One cannot disagree with Ruberg. We need to create the right
conditions for any independent creators and break down the consensus that prevents them from leading full and
dignified lives in the gaming workforce. On the other hand, it cannot be said that the relationship between
independent and mainstream (high-budget) game development is a one-way process. Valheim (Iron Gate Studio,
2021) was of the most popular massive multiplayer online games during the year of its release and caters to a
considerable player base even three years after its debut. The game in question takes place in a very large world capable
of competing with works like Assassin s Creed: Valhalla (Ubisoft Montreal, 2020). The themes of Norse mythology
match the popularity of said themes in the current AAA productions. Not only does the work take on narrative forms
typical for high-budget production, but its visual style is able to compete on the gaming market. The title in question
retains the distinctive charm of an independent work. If indie creation forces high-budget titles to be “better,”
mainstream creation allows indie digital games to be “less serious.” We can see this very thing in the Queer Game
Festuval's call for “B-grade” work as well. It sends the signal that there’s already room to not confront anyone, it’s OK
to have fun, it’s OK to be who you are.
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However, we must still state that the situation is far from ideal. Responses to queer or gender-themed titles that
fail to live up to the expectations of their audiences resonate much more strongly in digital-gaming culture. The
narrative and even technical imperfections of the game are wrongly attributed to this thematic. Technical
imperfections and the absence of complicated game mechanics and rules tend to be used as an excuse to denigrate a
given title as “inauthentic.” There is still an assumption that a digital game will have primarily “masculine coding” —
it will be characterised by considerable dynamism, complexity of game rules. The goal is to conquer a challenge that
will test the player’s abilities and thus decide whether they win or lose. Educational digital games require similar
skillsets to other genres of digital games. Educational game scenarios can take place in a realistically rendered world
as well as a fantasy one. The goal is to improve the player’s cognitive abilities (Shi & Shih, 2015). One element of the
design may, for example, be personal responsibility for achieving a set goal. The combination of high-quality content,
pointing out changes and incorporating mistakes into the learning and improvement process is an example of the
carefully managed design of an educational digital game (for more information, see: Papanastasiou et al., 2017;
Tsekleves et al., 2016). However, the creation of such digital games is largely bound by the assumption that their
target audiences have never encountered complex game mechanics or have never played digital games. It is thus very
problematic to create educational digital games that appeal to gamers “inside” gaming culture, even though the genre
of educational games has the potential to do so. This issue appears to be very topical and researched, which is also
reflected in online discussions. In 2021, a question appeared on Reddit: “W#y are there no popular educational
games?” (BigAd95, n.d.). We can see that the discussion has attracted gamers as well as PhD students. In the
discussion, there is an effort to highlight titles that would be worth further exploration. Equally, however, an effort
can be drawn from the discussion to articulate where educational digital games fail for audiences unfamiliar with the
specifics of the medium. Although this is a small sample and thus the data may be subject to bias, we can see a
consensus that puts learning and entertainment on opposite sides of a spectrum. The comments also reflect some
questioning of the design, which forces only one theme and what one should supposedly learn. For this reason, we
also find it beneficial to explore digital games that have already been created within queer game jams. Itis legitimate
to assume that developers identifying as gamers employ different creative practices in their work and take into account
preferences based on pre-existing gaming experiences whilst creating their game content.

4 Analysis and Interpretation of Selected Digital
Games

For a better understanding of the subject matter, we select and discuss several titles that highlight aspects
associated with educational digital gaming. What's your gender? (Purplesloth, 2021) is a digital game that, at first
glance, meets all the requirements of an educational game. In it, the player travels through spaces reminiscent of a
museum. The spaces themselves, however, are largely made up only of different coloured cubes and geometric shapes
creating the contours of the space. The different colours of various rooms allude to typical signs of gender and sexual
identities and also serve as a means of navigating the space. Each room contains a heading with one gender identity.
Clicking on the respective caption will show a dictionary definition about that gender identity. A female voice
accompanies the player on his or her journey through the gender museum, which, in addition to explaining each
gender, is meant to help clue recipients in that they are ina room they have not yet discovered. The game also provides
another level of text in the visual metaphors that can be associated with gender identification. The theme is thus
connected to many visual elements and possibilities. By passing through different doors, the player chooses the way
he/she would like to be gendered, allowing him/herself to be addressed by different pronouns while the voice invites
exploration of the feelings this evokes. The game in question builds a safe space for creating new positive gender
experiences. What'’s your gender? is primarily based on a visual experience and serves an informative function. The
maze is the only source of challenge. The game in question relies primarily on the player’s curiosity or willingness to
explore and discover new places. Open-world digital games often use such methods. However, this willingness to
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participate is based on the audience also being provided with additional challenges or story sequences that move them
forward. If the recipient(s) gets lost and cannot find the next piece of information quickly enough, moving through
the rooms becomes quite exhausting and frustrating. The digital game in question adopts an educational strategy
where the fear of the unknown is eliminated with arguments and proven scientific facts. Gender issues can be quite
confusing, especially because of terms that are used in society but rarely explained. The weakness of such a strategy
is that no associations are provided to the player. The dictionary definitions of genders are written and presented in a
rather complex way. Without other possible associations, it is feasible that the recipients will not remember them,
thus the educational purpose fails.
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Figure 1: Visual of gender definitions in game What'’s your gender?
Source: Own processing 2024; based on Purplestoth, 2021

Gender issues require a sensitive approach. Knowledge of concepts and advocacy of scientific facts is a
necessary part of feminist activism. Digital games like What’s your gender? could serve as a teaching tool in schools,
provided the work in question does not stand alone, but is accompanied by follow-up discussion, questions, and
trained personnel guides the topic. However, this type of digital game does not seem to be able to hold the attention
of hardcore players. On one hand, the positive responses on itch.io show great enthusiasm on the part of the target
audience. Such a friendly space is also stimulating for developers. The community, according to the available
comments, points out bugs occurring in the code, which can help further development. A critical but friendly
environment is a good place to build skills and gain experience. On the other hand, the game in question precludes
its wider application in gaming culture, mainly due to the absence of positive role models and narratives that could
lead to a re-evaluation of gender identification.

Digital games have the unique ability to let someone walk in someone else’s shoes, simulating situations that
can be a source of understanding. Simulators have already been used for education, for example in the medical field
orin the military, but they also represent a specific genre of digital games simulating various aspects of life. The digital
game Coming out simulator (@NCASENMARE, 2014) was created for 7%4e #Nar8 Game Jam in 2014 and uses a
single specific situation to introduce audiences to the complex issues faced by LGBTQ+ people, particularly the
effects of gender stereotypes in Asian families.
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COMING OUT SIMULATOR

A half-true story about half-truths.

Hey there, player. Glad to have you for
the next 20 minutes, | guess.

What would you like to do now?

Hm, tell me m

Figure 2: Visual style of Coming Out Simulator
Source: Own processing, 2024 based on @NCASENMARE, 2014

The visuals of the work are very simple (see Figure 2). It starts with a character in a café sitting at a computer.
The scenario is represented by three key conversations — between the creator and the player; the main character and
her partner; the main character and her parents, all of which the author stylises in the form of a social-media chat. The
player has the option of selecting predefined responses, which always shift the conversation by a few pre-set reactions
from the main character and the discussant. The conversations in chat bubbles, as well as the means of expression
used by the author, correspond to the communication of today’s young people and appear authentic. At the same time,
the narrative method has many postmodern elements. We can see the stylisation of the author as the fictional author
of the work as well as the main character in different timelines that alternate. There is no shortage of self-irony, as well
as pop culture allusions to films and game studios. Through said creative practices it is visible that the educational
digital game was created ‘inside” gaming culture. These means of expression may just lead to a greater degree of
identification with the main character and subsequent empathy. The game even self-ironizes the way it is created and
humorously anticipates the audience’s reactions. The fictional author and the fictional recipient comment on the game
mechanics, where the game eventually forces the choice of each option and so the choice presents only the illusion of
freedom, which is usually considered a flaw in game design. At the same time, however, it turns out that the algorithm
remembers the recipient’s answers and occasionally reminds them within the narrative. The fictional author himself
also points out certain aspects of independent creation mentioned within the paper. He introduces himself as solo
writer/programmer/artist of Coming out simulator. He admits that the audio is from public domain sources and that
many people have worked on the story. “I am open with my source code as I am with my sexuality” he says. Both the
subtle innuendo and the pure irony of stereotypes ring out constantly in the interviews:

Author: “7ell me, dear player, how do you think this all ends?
Player Option 1: “With flowers and rainbows and gay unicorns?

Gender and narrative stereotypes are also mocked by the fact that certain situations do not meet the
heteronormative vision. This can be seen in the last scene, where the main character is taken away from the café by
another man, in the way the prince and princess are traditionally portrayed in fairy tales. The work thus uses humour
not only to critique, but also to create the desired effect of amusement. The non-seriousness of the conversations
between the fictional author and the player enhances the friendly atmosphere. This, in turn, contrasts strongly with
the parts where the player tries to navigate through a coming out simulator. The destructive consequences of
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stereotypical ideas create a merry-go-round of argumentation that always goes against the player’s answers. The player
witnesses the masculine father figure insulting the mother, insulting the son’s creation and his lack of masculinity as
he still has no female partner. The conversation, in which the main character tries to confess his different sexual
orientation, is diverted by the parents to another topic — his studies. At the same time, it is made clear that bad grades
would be tolerated if the son’s female partner was the focus. Moreover, the parents’ defensive position stereotypically
obscures the seriousness of the whole issue, as homosexuality is portrayed as accepted as long as it does not involve
their child. The awkwardness of the whole moment returns in an arc to the beginning, where the fictional author warns
in advance that there is no right answer, and that the player does not understand how they are supposed to win the
game. The incompatibility between the theme and the game mechanics to some extent brings anxiety but also
challenge. This is what can cause the player to go through the work again and expect different results - to take it as a
challenge. We are justified in assuming that the player will try to identify the problem and approach it differently. This
aspect is very important in both educational games and the learning process. Thus, futile efforts can also be
interpreted in away thatitis impossible to win in this moment and with the settings (both game and social) as portrayed
in the digital game. The game violates masculinist coding by making it impossible to win. It also fails to adhere to the
parameters of educational games. It does not seek feedback, nor does it test what the player has learned through the
work. The player is not even given the opportunity to bring his/her own solutions, to write his/her own dialogues.
The message must be decoded by the performer, but the theme and especially the length of the digital game in question
do not allow for digressions. The final dialogue with the fictional author leaves the player to reflect on his or her
responses. Again, the work emulates mid- and high-budget productions and lets the player decide what conclusion
she or he wants to hear — true/false/semi-true — though it will ultimately say all of them. However, the chosen decision
will again backfire on the recipients as well. The fictional author, before leaving the café, makes the remark: “I noticed
you chose the lie first. What does that say about you?”

The educative intent is not delivered directly; it requires the recipient’s willingness to reflect, but the message
the game is trying to convey is not hidden. Even if the recipient is unable to decipher all levels of the text, the work at
leastassumes an emotional response when confronted with an unpleasant event. The situations that the main character
goes through are familiar to young people even without a connection to LGBTQ+ issues. The work shows the
problematic communication with parents in the teenage years, the invasion of privacy in the digital age, and the
essential role of friendship and learning about one’s sexual identity at this age. The game in question thus provides
ample room for identification with the main character. The author’s straightforwardness seems to have gained
people’s attention, as several fan translations of the game have been produced. The authentic way of acting can also
be seen in the descriptions of the game: “Or, at least, that mobile web version. Coz screw it, I'm not paying Apple $99
just to get rejected for ‘sexual content” or whatevs.”

The author’s comment confirms the above analysis of the gaming market. Mechanisms that are designed to
protect the public against homophobic, sexist, racist environments on the internet often also function to make certain
members of the public, often the most vulnerable, invisible.
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She looks at the TV, she really wants that truck but there’s
no way she would be allowed it in this binary world.

Figure 3: Visual of Transhaping: Tale of extraordinary shape
Source: Own processing, 2024: based on Unbound Interactive, 2019

However, digital games do not necessarily have to work with explicit design (see Figure 3). 7ranshaping: 1ale
of extraordinary shape (Unbound Interactive, 2019) is a digital game funded through the Kickstarter platform. It
uses the mechanics of a platformer where the player tries to navigate between levels, even with a choice of difficulty.
Although there is a choice of shape and gender at the beginning, if the player changes the pre-sets, a table appears
with the words “Error,” explaining that we do not have the right to choose how we are born. The digital game uses
metaphors to convey the lived experience of transgender people. Various consequences of gender discrimination are
briefly shown, such as bullying at school, not being able to prefer certain styles of clothing, ete. Other shapes that
haunt the player and prevent him/her from moving, as well as the eyes in the background, create a space where the
player is constantly being watched and judged. The game works with the mechanics of stress. If its indicator exceeds
a certain value, the player must start the level over. Stress can be relieved by finding and turning on the radio. The
actual choice of music is apparently to be interpreted as one of the few free decisions. The shapes metaphor has been
tried in other digital games such as 7%omas was alone (Mike Bithell, 2013). The narrator works here as well, adding
narrative structure to the picce. However, users can also draw many meanings from the visuals and the gameplay itself.
The player must constantly hide, even taking the easier route through the sewers when traversing the city. However,
the game in question also highlights the lack of information and false news. Various stereotypical newspaper articles
about transgender people, who are supposedly just trying to attract attention, can be seen in the background.
Confusing gender identification with the adolescence phase thus makes it impossible to accept oneselfas well. Above
all, the game appeals to the need for closeness and support from those around us. Digital games like 7ranshaping:
1ale of extraordinary shape use all the mechanics and narrative modes that have the potential to engage even hard-
core female and male gamers. Thus, the educational potential of the game also lies in its explicitness in what the player
sees and what is said. The narrator talks about states of anxiety, loneliness and the slow process of self-acceptance.
However, the technical problems and the visuals, which clearly refers to stock designs, come across as untrustworthy.

We can see that the problems that independent educational games have are very complex. Clean but effective
designs such as What'’s your gender?and Coming out simulatorin turn fail to combine the difficulty of game mechanics
thatare expected of more experienced players. The technical setbacks, lack of funding, and high demands of the public
in turn do not create room for the development of games like 7ranshaping: tale of extraordinary shape. In addition
to tch.io, Transhapingis also available on the aforementioned Steam platform. If we look at the user reviews, we find
that gamers don’t really have a problem with the gender theme, but with the technical shortcomings:
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FYI I am trans and while I appreciate the message, This game is SOOOOOO painfully bad. Platforming,
Controls are sludgy, [...] Level design is bad, countless egregious cases where you’re just forced to sit around
waiting for platforms to line up, or forced as a player to make blind near pixel perfect jumps or repeat a large
segment of the level. (Pebbles, 2019)

Although this is a very small sample, we can see that on Steam user comments can be divided into two categories:
recipients praising mainly the narrative, justifying technical imperfections, and gamers critical of the game’s execution
but without attacking the theme in any way. However, we can see that the expectations of female and male gamers are
similar regardless of gender. It is legitimate to ask how educational digital games can reach wider audiences. New
generations are being born into the digital age. Children and teenagers of increasingly younger ages are accessing
technological advances. It is likely that future generations will become familiar with game mechanics sooner rather
than later, and that their demands will barely be met or not met at all by educational digital games.

It is necessary to discuss what the demands of female and male gamers are and how they evolve. At the same
time, it is worth noting that creation of quality digital-game products is highly influenced by the position of
independent game developers in the gaming market. The question remains what might motivate audiences to play
such games. The titles examined tend to appeal to already informed audiences who are merely looking to expand and
educate themselves on the subject matter. The very titles in question are more likely to speak to people open to
discussing the subject matter. Unfortunately, educational indie digital games dealing with gender issues largely
remain in the so-called echo chamber. Of course, this doesn’t mean that digital games containing gender themes don’t
have a chance to reach wider audiences. Coffee zalk (Toge Productions, 2020) is equally available on itch.io asitis on
PlayStation and Nintendo consoles. The development of gaming audiences as well as technological advances should
become an important part of the discussion about educational digital games. The same goes for the status of game
developers, as they should be part of this discussion to allow for the necessary evolution of the genre.

5 Conclusion

This paper explains the position of independent educational digital games in the gaming market. We uncovered
several interacting issues. First is the disadvantageous position of independent game developers. In addition, the
penetration of independent digital games into the artistic sphere interferes with the way audiences think about buying
such products. However, the very works produced in this environment highlight this. Thus, the authenticity and non-
obscuring of the material means that a product has in its creation are also reflected in the subject matter and creative
practices in the creation of educational games. Developers show many ways of approaching and delivering a message
to their audiences. The informative function can be supported by strong visuals and metaphors. However, the
technical level and lack of challenge can still be a barrier to reaching hard-core gamers. The examined games were
often made by a single person with various degrees of experience in game design, graphic design, and programming
as well as educational background. The positive message carried by the games can be hampered by lack of visual or
ludic appeal. On the other hand, independent digital games have been on a rise in popularity in recent years and
digitalisation in formal school systems is slowly growing, making possible opportunities for these types of games in
the future.

Gender-focused educational games combine several disadvantages which influences their position in the digital-
gaming market; the position of an independent work, an educational work and minority-focused content. Each of
these positions increases the demands on the product, which is thus lost amongst more advantaged works, or only
reaches audiences already familiar with the topic. Said games thus, to some extent, lose their educational message.
On the other hand, we can say that there is a visible potential for further growth of this type of game, since in some of
the works analysed, we capture creative practices that could only have emerged from people “inside” the game culture.

Another aspect to consider for further studies is the general acceptance of the topics of gender and sexuality in
digital games. Despite the plethora of major, minor and independent studios promoting gender equality and providing
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meaningful representation in their works, the “core gaming community” still appears to be divided on the topic. The
contemporary socio-political situation at the time of writing the article seems to divide the already polarised groups
even further. The digital games have been spreading awareness about said topics on multiple levels, both through
representation in “core games” and explanation in educational games. Whether that will help to tip the scales and
make gamers more accepting towards gender minorities remains to be seen, and should be periodically examined.
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