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Abstract: We explore the relationship between online gaming communities (which literature 
shows act as informal learning environments) and experience in game culture, which has been 
shown to be inequitable, harassing and otherwise unsupportive to certain players, particularly fe-
males.  Specifically, this study explores the experiences of gamers in gaming clans, both explicitly 
gender supportive and not, to see if they can serve as protective spaces for vulnerable players.  
Ultimately, the goal is to inform the design of equitable gaming environments.

 Introduction
In this paper, we explore online gaming communities for their potential benefit in increasing learning-relevant 
constructs around efficacy and identity through supportive structures.  Hence, the paper builds off of current work 
on online communities, by discussing how socially supportive scaffolds can aid in increasing the equity of online 
gaming experiences, which have been cited as being disproportionately harassing and negative for females and 
ethnic minorities (e.g., Kuznekoff & Rose, 2012; Gray, 2012; O’Leary, 2012; Nakamura, 2007; Richard, 2013). 
Emerging research is beginning to explore how socio-cultural contexts and experiences are playing out through 
the greater gaming culture and online gaming communities (e.g., Gray, 2012; Kimmel, 2008; Nakamura, 2007; 
Richard, 2013; Searle & Kafai, 2009).

Gaming, Online Communities, and Learning

Some scholars have written extensively about how online communities formed around gaming can be “affinity” 
spaces (e.g., Gee, 2007; Squire, 2011; Hayes & Duncan, 2012).  In this sense, communities and online spaces 
built around informal learning environments, such as learning about games, or learning about issues in gaming 
culture, become models for education because they provide participation in authentic contexts (i.e., participants 
as producers of content), often involving the exchanging of ideas, the development of mastery, and access to “ex-
perts” in related areas (Squire, 2011). Steinkuehler (2004) analyzed learning and mastery in MMOs as explored 
through the relationship between social interaction and game systems, finding that “genuine expertise” arises 
through learning with others. Voulgari and Komis (2010) found that games and online communities built around 
MMOs could allow for collaborative learning through a constructivist framework built around game mechanics and 
design, and communication and collaborative capabilities. Further research is emerging in the area of successful 
collaborations in youth-based online game-based learning (Aragon, Poon, Monroy-Hernandez & Aragon, 2009; 
Kafai, Fields & Burke, 2010; Kafai, Roque, Fields & Monroy-Hernandez, 2011). For these reasons, games and 
communities built around games are often proposed as a vehicle to support education. 

 Inequity in Game Culture: Bias, Harassment and Exclusion

However, researchers have cautioned that the unlevel playing field around gender and ethnicity, which often gets 
played out in online gaming spaces (Bertozzi, 2008; Kimmel, 2008), has created a culture of gender and ethnic ha-
rassment, which disproportionately disenfranchises certain players (Gray, 2011; Nakamura, 2007; Richard, 2013). 
While harassment directed at female players in gaming spaces has been widely known amongst gamers, it has 
only recently become part of larger public discourse. Websites like FatUglyOrSlutty.com and NotInTheKitchenAn-
ymore.com started appearing in 2011 to document gender harassment in online gaming. Anita Sarkeesian detailed 
the extent of the sexual harassment, “visual misogyny” and abuse she received after she announced a fundrais-
ing campaign to make videos about common stereotypes of female video game characters; the abuse included 
threatening comments on YouTube, menacing alterations to her Wikipedia page, and sexually explicit images of 
her being raped by game characters (Sarkeesian, 2012). Coupled with the public display of sexual harassment 
directed at Miranda Pakozdi, the only female on a competitive Cross Assault team, during a live broadcast of the 
tournament, harassment became a topic of widespread concern beyond the game community (O’Leary, 2012). 
Further, in a recent study, Kuznekoff and Rose (2012) found that females were three times more likely to be victims 
of harassment online through voice alone, despite what was said, or player ability.
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Figure 1. Typical harassing messages received from players. Retrieved from fatuglyorslutty.
com.

Inequity as Bias and Stereotype Threat 

Research in the area of gender and digital games hypothesized that games can increase participants’ interest in 
science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) fields (e.g., Cassell & Jenkins, 1998; Hayes, 2008), which are 
areas that are largely underrepresented by women and minorities.  Kafai and Peppler (2011) point out that while 
research shows that online communities can provide abundant and complex learning opportunities, effective par-
ticipation in large-scale groups is largely unknown. 

Following up on decades of research first published by Steele and Aronson (1995), research shows that environ-
ments play a role in shaping womens’ and minorities’ interest and performance in STEM educational environments 
and careers (Hill, Corbett & St Rose, 2010; Good, Dweck & Aronson, 2007; Inzlicht & Good, 2006). A study from 
the American Association of University Women (Hill, Corbett & St Rose, 2010) found that environments played a 
big role in undermining female performance and interest in STEM fields, despite their skills and expertise. Accord-
ing to the report, decades of stereotype threat research found that gender bias in math and science environments 
threatened and undermined female performance (particularly in high stress, test-taking experiences), but removal 
of that bias produced similar performance by females and males.  In particular, research has shown that females 
who are moderately or highly identified with male-stereotyped domains, like math, (or, in this case, gaming) can 
be undermined by stereotype threat in the short term through anxiety activated by stereotypes, particularly during 
test taking, and in the long term, through repeated exposure, which causes them to disengage from the domain 
(Steele, 1997). There is similar support for stereotype threatening situations occurring in gaming/leisure spaces 
(Stone, Lynch, Sjomeling, & Darley, 1999).  “Elite female gamers playing a complex digital shooting game such as 
Counter-Strike against almost exclusively male opponents are clearly operating in a situation of stereotype threat 
[because] they are not just playing the game (as all the other participants are), they are concurrently disproving a 
number of stereotypes about females and aggressivity, technology and willingness to challenge males” (Bertozzi, 
2008, p. 483). Behm-Morawitz & Mastro (2009) showed that, after playing with hypersexualized female game 
characters, female self-efficacy (a variable often measured to demonstrate stereotype threat) declined in relation 
to video games.  They also found support for implicit bias directed against females by both males and females who 
played with hypersexualized female characters, regardless of characters’ in-game abilities.  Thus, we have reason 
to be concerned about equity when games are considered as learning environments. Are we exacerbating gender 
inequities by allowing gaming culture to be only safe for some (in most cases, males)? We examine one response 
to this concern: female supportive gaming communities.

Supporting Equity in Play through the PMS Clan

Supportive online spaces for female players have been around as long as games have allowed for competitive 
online play. Cassell & Jenkins (1998) discussed the emergence female-supportive communities (termed “clans” or 
“guilds” in the gaming space) in the late-1990s to support female engagement in hypermasculinized competitive 
games, like Quake, where players often played against teams of all male competitors.  “The ‘Quake Grrls’ move-
ment gives these women, who range in age from their mid-teens to their late thirties, a chance to ‘play with power,’ 
to compete aggressively with men, and to refuse to accept traditional limitations on female accomplishments” 
(Cassell & Jenkins, 1998, p. 34).  One of the female clans documented then was PMS Clan (then termed, “Psycho 
Man Slayers,” reflecting female resistance culture of the 90s, though now coined, “Pandora’s Mighty Soldiers”). 
Further, Taylor (2006), explored female play and experience in gaming communities and found that their pleasures 
were more complex than the gender binary most developers (and some researchers) had in mind, often involving 
exploration, competition and aggressive play, as much as social play.  While many female-oriented communities 
were documented during the late-1990s, little is known empirically, about how their supportive structures help mete 
out equitable learning and collaborative opportunities for game players.
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PMS Clan offers a unique glimpse into how supportive communities meet equity goals in uneven playing envi-
ronments.  Even though it was documented in existence before the early 2000s (most clans were less formally 
structured in the early years), they identify a formal debut in 2002 and credit themselves as being the “world’s 
largest multi-platform online female gaming group” (PMS, 2011). PMS is hailed in the gaming world as the oldest 
and most renowned female-oriented gaming community. Instead of just focusing on one game, or one game genre 
on one platform, the clan has over 2,000 active members globally across multiple platforms (i.e., PCs and gaming 
consoles like Xbox 360 and Playstation 3).  In 2004, the clan expanded to include male members as part of a linked 
“brother” clan known as H2O Clan. Previously, males had to be sponsored by PMS members, but for over 5 years 
now, male members have been able to join H2O independently. The clans are subdivided into platforms (based on 
the console or PC platform the player uses), and further subdivided by divisions linked to popular games on those 
platforms.  To be an active member of the clan, players have to participate several hours a week in sponsored 
practices or be involved in leadership roles. While players are able to interact and play across gender, many of the 
divisions are separated by sex (though there are a few co-ed divisions for games with less members). 

Methods

Little is known about how we can create environments that are protective against bias and threat. This research 
is part of a larger study of how self-efficacy and stereotype threat vulnerability play out across gender in gaming 
culture generally and PMS Clan specifically. Our research question was: Is there a difference in gaming self-con-
cept and gaming identification across gender in PMS versus other clans? Participants responded to a call that 
was widely posted on several gaming sites (including PMS) and through online and social networking sites. Most 
respondents came from gaming clans with similar backgrounds other than gender support (i.e., similar variety and 
types of games).  Two hundred and fifty seven (257) self-identified gamers participated in the quantitative survey, 
but only 143 finished it completely (94 male, 48 female, 1 genderqueer). Based on visual inspection, we assume 
the attrition was due to survey length, which could take 20 minutes.  We excluded an additional 39 respondents 
who asserted they had no clan or left it blank. Males made up the majority of participants (N=65; White=45, Non-
White=20), and females made up just over a third (N=38; White=27, Non-White=11).  One person identified as 
genderqueer and, unfortunately, for reasons of statistical power, had to be excluded.  Participants were divided into 
White or Non-White due to low numbers across ethnicities and reasons of statistical power.

Measures

A major challenge to investigating stereotype threat involves measuring its activation in context (Picho & Brown, 
2011). While it should be noted that stereotype threat vulnerability (a general characteristic) vs. stereotype threat 
activation (a situation-specific characteristic) are not the same thing, vulnerability is much more practical to mea-
sure in naturalistic settings. Arguing that stereotype threat is broader than domains and activated largely in so-
cio-cultural context, Picho and Brown (2011) developed and validated a measure that helped to measure constructs 
related to stereotype threat to identify vulnerability. Our survey measures were based on their Social Identities and 
Attitudes Scale to measure constructs related to stereotype threat vulnerability.  We measured Gaming Identifi-
cation (derived from the scale’s original measure of Math Identification), and Gaming Self-Concept (derived from 
Math Self-Concept). Self-concept assesses one’s sense of ability in an area, which can often be threatened due to 
activation of stereotypes.  Identification is an import variable of study because it helps to demonstrate how much 
someone values the domain, which can over time be compromised via negative experiences. Measures of Gam-
ing Identification included statements such as “I value gaming”; and measures of Gaming Self-Concept included 
statements such as “I am good at gaming.”    

Data Analysis 

In order to investigate whether there was a difference in gaming self-concept and gaming identification across 
gender, we first ran a 2-way between groups ANOVA to explore the impact of gender and clan status on gaming 
identification, and another of the same on gaming self-concept. Participants (N=103) either were in “PMS|H2O” 
(Males, N=33; Females, N=30), or were in a general gaming clan (Males, N=31; Females, N=8); out of those in 
other gaming clans, a large portion was from a clan for gamers over 25 (N=22; Males=20, Females=2) though 
the remainder were in a variety of other clans (N=17; Males=11, Females=6).  We first ran normality statistics and 
removed two cases for being outliers.

For gaming identification, neither the interaction effect between gender and clan F(1, 99) = 2.42, p =.12, nor the 
main effect for gender were statistically significant, F(1, 99)= 2.13, p=.15.  There was, however, a statistically sig-
nificant main effect for clan, F(1, 99) = 24.2, p<.0001, with a large effect size (h2r = .196).  Post-hoc comparisons 
using Tukey HSD show that the mean score for players, across gender, in PMS|H2O (M=5.76, SD=.75) was sig-
nificantly higher than those in other clans (M=4.95, SD=1.03).
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For gaming self-concept, the interaction effect between gender and clan was also not significant F(1, 96)= .563, 
p= .46.  However, both the main effect for gender, F(1, 96)= 6.13, p= .015., and the main effect for clan, F(1, 96)= 
16.5, p< .0001, were statistically significant; the effect size for gender was small (h2r = .06), and the effect size for 
clan was large (h2r = .147).  The mean score for males (M=5.8, SD=.75) was statistically significantly higher than 
the mean score for females (M=5.6, SD=.75), and the mean score for “PMS|H2O” (M=6, SD=.62) was statistically 
significantly higher that that for other clans (M=5.46, SD=.84).

Because there was a large representation from members of a clan for gamers over 25, the two analyses were 
rerun across clan types. While power could be an issue, Levene’s Test for both were not significant, suggesting 
homogeneity of variance assumptions were not violated.  For gaming identification, the main effect for clan, F(2, 
96) = 12.5, p<.0001, h2r = .206,  and now also the main effect for gender, F(1, 96) = 4.9, p=.03, h2r = .05, were 
significant, though the interaction was not, F(2, 96) = 2.25, p=.11; post-hoc comparisons using Tukey HSD reveal 
that the mean score for gaming identification in PMS Clan (M=5.8, SD=.75) was statistically significantly higher 
than the clan for gamers over 25 (M=4.86, SD=1.2) and the other clans (M=5.04, SD=.88). For gaming self-con-
cept, the main effect for clan, F(2, 94) = 8.22, p=.001, h2r = .149,  and the main effect for gender, F(1, 94) = 5.54, 
p=.021, h2r = .056,  were significant, though the interaction was not, F(2, 94) = .57, p=.57; post-hoc comparisons 
using Tukey HSD show that the mean score for gaming self-concept in PMS Clan (M=5.98, SD=.62) was statisti-
cally significantly higher than the clan for gamers over 25 (M=5.5, SD=.92) and the other clans (M=5.3, SD=.75). 

  Gaming Identification        Gaming Identification     Gaming Self-Concept       Gaming Self-Concept

 

Figure 2 (left): Gaming Identification by Clan and Gender. Figure 3 (right): Gaming Self-Concept by Clan 
and Gender.

Discussion, Limitations and Future Directions

We did find statistically significant differences that favored males over females, and members of “PMS|H2O” over 
members of other clans when it came to gaming self-concept, or our measure of perceived ability.  However, while 
we are seeing gender differences, they account for a smaller part of the variance, and clan membership seems to 
have a significant relationship with confidence and positive self-appraisal of ability.  While fully understanding what 
is happening involves further exploring contextual factors, it is telling that such a significant difference in perceived 
ability exists between gaming communities.  Also, finding that females who are in clans are more likely to have 
significant differences in perceived abilities is telling of a possible story where community interactions or structures 
that are not supportive in specific ways may be having a strong effect. We would need to follow-up with more 
detailed exploration of the kinds of in-community experiences players are having, across gender, and across com-
munities that are and are not explicitly supportive, as well as what kinds of behavior might be elicited as a result.

As discussed earlier, gaming identification is a measure of how much an individual closely values and feels con-
nected to gaming.  For the most part, we are finding that gamers in our sample feel equally connected to gaming, 
regardless of gender.  In other words, we are not seeing evidence of social distancing from the domain across 
gender (at least not yet).  As the literature shows, distancing from a domain or area where you feel you are stereo-
typed to underachieve is something that usually happens over time with multiple threatening situations.  It could 
be that gaming may not be vulnerable to the same kinds of social distancing as academic environments might 
be, or another, more plausible, scenario is that people may either distance themselves from gaming altogether (in 
which case they would not occur in our sample), or may distance themselves from more threatening situations in 
gaming instead of gaming as a whole.  For example, a player may choose to avoid a competitive game type known 
for more aggressive language and behavior, or, conversely, players could hide their gender or mute themselves 
or others to avoid the more negative experiences, and still feel closely connected to gaming in general. In order 
to get to more of the complexity around identification with gaming, we would have to follow-up with more in-depth 
analysis of what kinds of games these players are playing, and whether and how those experiences vary by game 
type and gender or something else, like age, ethnicity, or personality.
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However, we did find significant differences between “PMS|H2O” clan members and members of other clans when 
it came to gaming identification, with vastly different mean scores and a large amount of the variance explained 
by clan membership.  In other words, gamers in the gender-supportive clan are either more likely to be highly 
identified with gaming at onset or develop greater identification with gaming over time in the clan compared to 
those in other clans.  While it is hard to say exactly what is happening, the large contextual differences speak to 
a larger story about how communities can have an effect on the investment and connectedness someone has 
with a domain.  Since we are still learning about the effects of gaming community quality on learning, the fact that 
there is such a difference is important.  As Picho and Stephens (2012) point out, gender supportive environments, 
particularly single sex schools, have been important in shaping equal identification and sense of perceived ability, 
particularly for females, in areas they are stereotyped to underachieve because the social environments encour-
age equity while providing female roles models in underrepresented areas.  

However, measuring individual differences by gender alone may not be the best course of action.  For example, 
newer research is showing what we thought were gender differences in game preferences has more to do with 
access, support and experience (e.g., Vermeulen, Van Looy, De Grove & Courtois, 2011).  In these cases, envi-
ronments that offer differential access, support and encouragement are more of the barrier than gender.  Since the 
participants in this sample are closely connected to gaming already, across gender, the more salient matter may 
be a situation where bias or threat is introduced. This is where the differences between gaming environments is 
important. In the gender supportive clan, we are seeing that males appear to be equally gravitating to or receiving 
support from its structure as females.  Since the clan’s central mission revolves around supporting female play, it 
is particularly compelling to understand why and how that mission affects male gaming experience.  In addition to 
being explicitly structured so that females have safe, private spaces in the clan (including all female divisions and 
forums), the clan has strict rules around harassment and fair play, including rules that prohibit general negative 
behavior, such as cheating, bullying and the like (PMS, 2012); in an effort to make things more equal and sports-
manlike in general, they may actually be creating a more universally appealing game environment and community 
through striving for equity.
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