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Technology?

 

 

Abstract 
In this paper I describe a video game for tween girls 
and its software development. I find the game lacking 
in feminist values and explore the feasibility of 
proposed solutions: human-centered development 
principles, more women developers and explicit 
feminist design criteria.  I find these weak solutions in 
the face of what I will call gendered technology. 
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Introduction 
My first-hand introduction to the world of video games 
for girls came in October 2009 when teaching my intro 
HCI course for seniors and graduate students.  This 
computer science course combines teaching students 
the basics of HCI and hands-on practice in the 
development of interactive software [8]. As part of the 
course I arranged a field trip to a local video game 
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development company.  The purpose of the trip was to 
show our students how real-world interactive products 
were created. I arranged a visit through a former MS 
student of mine working at the company.  

We began the visit by playing a prototyped version of 
the product. Later the software development process 
was described and major landmarks of iterative 
development were illustrated with earlier versions of 
the software. The product was later released at the end 
of 2009 as a set of 30 Wii games for tween1 girls called 
Charm Girls Club™: Pajama Party.   

This paper will first describe Charm Girls Club and its 
anti-feminist content: Instead of moving girls toward a 
vision that supports their subjectivity—their identities 
and selves—these games use highly stereotypical and 
problematic representations of girls. Then I will 
describe the development process.  This I observed 
first-hand on the field trip. Later, with some of the 
issues above in mind, I interviewed my former student 
who no longer worked for the company. I also attended 
a talk given by the CTO for this company describing 
what they were looking for as skills and attitudes in 
hiring software developers. Finally, I will step back from 
the concreteness of these analyses and attempt to 
address three possible solutions: 1) whether HCI 
principles and practices could change the situation; 2) 
whether the participation of more women in software 
development or feminist design criteria could change 
development practices; or 3) whether the problem is 
much more difficult and involves the concept of 
gendered technology. 

                                                   
1 Tween is a pre-adolescent of 10-12 years. 

I hope this will address some critical issues for us as 
feminists of how technologies construct and perpetuate 
gender and the ensuing implications for the practice of 
design [1]. Or even more broadly, Suchman’s 
characterization of feminist research as “a commitment 
to critical, but also reconstructive engagement with 
received conceptions of the human, the technological 
and the relations between them.” [7]  

Charm Girls Club 
The Charm Girls Club: Pajama Party (CGC:PJ) for Wii 
was advertised by publisher Electronic Arts (EA) in June 
2009 for release Fall 2009. Since the Wii, introduced by 
Nintendo in 2006, had a wide market demographic with 
games such as Wii Sports and Wii Fit, the marketing 
goal was to develop the untapped video game market 
for teenage girls. The largest entertainment industry for 
children is gaming and a 2007 Harris poll found 
teenage boys were already playing 18 hours/week 
using video game consoles. 

 “Charm Girls Club™ Pajama Party for Wii is packed 
with over 30 mini-games that will get girls up dancing, 
pillow fighting, cooking, racing, spinning, moving, and 
playing together in ways that will keep them laughing 
all night! Create your Charm Girls and team up with up 
to 7 girl friends! Includes awesome mini-games 
including Bed Bounce, Speed Hair Teasing, Balloon Bop, 
Dance Off, Pose Off, Pillow Fight, and more! Earn over 
40 virtual charms!” (website advertising) [5] 

Each Wii based game involves multiple players each 
holding a Wii remote and standing in a line in front of 
the TV. The primary structure of interaction is a time-
limited competitive game.  An avatar, a simple 
animated human character, represents each player. To 
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play the game, players must gesture with the remote 
from a limited set of programmed actions. These 
actions control the animation of the avatars. 

 

figure 1. Snapshot from EA website advertising [5].  

In addition to the CGC:PJ for Wii, EA also publishes 
Charm Girls Club: My Perfect Prom, and My Fashion 
Show desktop-based software that “celebrates 
everything that's fun about being a girl,” said Sarah 
Handley, Senior Director of Marketing for EA Play [5].  

For many adult women with any feminist leanings, the 
reaction to Charm Girls Club is typically negative.  First 
of all, it has very rigid gender stereotyped imagery.  
(There is in addition an implicit heterosexual subtext.)  
Figure 1 showing a scene with pre-adolescent “good-
looking” girls primping with make-up and hair care.  
There is one nod to diversity in showing a single non-

white girl, but by and large these are very 
homogeneous stereotypes.  The focus on looks and 
appearance is predominant throughout the 30 mini-
games including the content of the games themselves.  
Activities such as Bed Bounce are meant to appeal to 
the tween age:  not quite young women and still girls.  
On the other hand, the Speed Hair Teasing game is 
definite gender stereotyping. 

All of this is teaches young girls to relate to a set of 
stereotyped imagery and activities. As de Beauvoir 
states in The Second Sex: “One is not born, but rather 
becomes a woman.” [3, p. 283] These games form part 
of what she calls myths used to teach girls that their 
beauty, appearance and charm is of primary value as 
young and adult women. Bardzell writes:  “At the same 
time, we can also see that using software constitutes 
users as subjects; that is, it makes us become the kind 
of user the software is for, bracketing aside the rest of 
ourselves that is not relevant to the software. The 
software gives us an identity that we are pressured into 
accepting.” [1, p. 1307]  

In the next section of this paper I will describe the 
development process for CGC:PJ. Given what many of 
us might think of as a stereotyped gender product, we 
can ask who made the decisions that created this 
artifact and how did the process influence these 
choices?  

The game’s development 
The video game software industry is a huge enterprise 
— bigger than Hollywood at $15.4 billion in domestic 
2010 sales. It involves a highly structured set of 
relationships between game publishers and game 
developers for specific game hardware, e.g., Xbox 360 
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and Nintendo consoles. Game publishers originate 
marketing concepts, provide development money and 
do the marketing. Game developers subcontract to 
publishers and provide software programming. 

Electronic Arts (EA), publisher of CGC:PJ, is a major 
game publisher. EA originated the marketing concept, 
as described earlier, maintained the business staff, 
established scheduling and oversaw final approval of 
prototypes. EA contracted with a game development 
company called Pipeworks Software to create CGC:PJ. 
Pipeworks operates as an independent studio and 
develops games for platforms including the Xbox 360, 
PlayStation 3, PlayStation Portable, Nintendo Wii and 
the PC. Deadliest Warrior: The Game for the X360 and 
PS3 is a recent creation. 

As the game developer, Pipeworks decided on the 
actual content of the 30 mini-games including each 
game’s theme and behavior, user interaction, and 
images and animation.  Graphic art tasks such as the 
images—about 50% of the man months of 
development—were outsourced to China and Vietnam.  
Programming tasks remained at the Pipeworks studio. 
Development was done with high-level game 
development tools such as Unity and C++ using a 
highly iterative process that is a mix of design and 
programming with testing done by programmers. The 
CTO of Pipeworks describes the goal of good design as 
achieving a fun game.  

At Pipeworks there were approximately 75 game 
programmers—all males—employed in 2008-9 when 
CGC:PJ was developed.  Approximately, 20 worked on 
the development of CGC:PJ.  All 20 were white between 
the ages of 20-30 years of age. None of them had any 

children. All were avid video game players. Of the 
technical employees at Pipeworks there is only one 
woman, a Senior Producer. She provided a liason to the 
EA publisher’s producer, also a woman.  

In an interview I had with one of the lead developers, 
former student Tom, I asked specific questions about 
who and how of development.  All of the ideas for the 
games originated with this young male programming 
group. They imagined what tween girls would find fun. 
The hair tease game was thought up by Tom himself 
and he thought it was a rather clever game.  

The main issue driving the design according to Tom 
was the Wii remote. It has a very limited repertoire of 
gestures that it can recognize. The challenge was to 
create games that use these gestures to control avatar 
actions that made sense within the game context. 
These are not necessarily the natural actions associated 
with a real world version of the activity. Beginning 
players have difficulty with this aspect and a goal was 
unambiguous gesture recognition.  

Another constraint for CGC:PJ development was the 
Wii’s structure of social interaction.  Social interaction 
occurs within the context of a competitive game 
involving evaluation of speed and/or accuracy of each 
player’s actions. The notion of “social” is that each 
player’s avatar reacts to the player’s actions with all 
avatars displayed simultaneously as a group. “Social” 
interaction does not involve communication or any 
reciprocal exchange.  Each player remains independent 
in real life as the representation unfolds to the viewer 
as a “group” process of competition. CGC:PJ was 
developed for play by a small group of girls who are 
friends.  Is this virtual competitive game format truly 
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compatible with tween girl social interaction?  Does 
winning at a game allow girls to express their 
subjectivity or are they simply manipulating avatars? 

Redesign from a feminist perspective 
Up to this point, I have presented CGC:PJ as a “toy” for 
girls with stereotyped gender content. We have learned 
that CGC:PJ was developed by an all male team of 
white 20-30 year olds imagining that tween girls would 
like to do to have fun. The technology of the hardware 
device determined the choreography of interaction. The 
genre of the hardware device determined that the 
interaction would be a competitive game similar to 
other video games.  The images used in the game were 
all outsourced to graphic artists located in China or 
Vietnam. How could they create anything but 
stereotyped American Barbie images? 

Here is good news here for us as feminists: CGC:PJ 
failed in the marketplace! This suggests that tween girls 
may actually have some sense, and clearly CGC:PJ 
wasn’t their idea of fun. We will probably not know. 

But given what we do know about the development of 
video games, could we introduce more feminist values 
into a video game? I would like to look at three possible 
solutions proposed for the development of a more 
feminist artifact: introducing tweens into the 
development process, having more female developers, 
and using feminist design criteria. 

We could introduce tweens into the development 
process by using human-centered development (HCD) 
[6]. A major characteristic of HCD is that progress in 
the design of interactive artifacts is made by 
incorporating the users into the design and evaluation 

processes either through user studies and usability 
testing or through participatory design practices. I think 
it would be fair to say that the development process for 
CGC:PJ was not HCD despite advocacy by one of my 
most committed HCI students, Tom. The only 
involvement of real users was two sessions of testing 
beta versions with three tween girls who were the 
daughters of two upper-level managers at Pipeworks. 
Generally, the game industry has not embraced HCI. 

If real tweens had been incorporated into the 
development process, would the stereotyping be 
avoided?  I think some aspects of this product might 
have improved, but overall the social processes that 
are at work in institutional production of video games 
would have made it very difficult for real girls to 
participate in development of this product. What power 
would tween girls leverage in suggesting design 
proposals to the team of male game developers?   

Another possible change would be to hire more female 
game developers. Bronet & Layne believe this would 
“change the gender politics to empower women 
(individually and collectively), to eliminate gender bias, 
and to create a world with gender equity.”[2] Aside 
from the fact that computer science degree programs 
are primarily male—only 12% of computer science 
majors in US colleges today are female—the game 
industry in particular is a male field unto itself. From 
my observations, all game developers are avid video 
game players and have “grown up” on them.  This 
population is overwhelmingly male. When they design 
and test these games for what they consider fun, they 
are able to draw on their own experience as players.  
This “intuitive” design works in domains where the 
players and content are very similar to the developers.  
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Would female or male developers be able to express a 
feminist (social equity) agenda without losing status in 
such a group? It is notable that the EA Producer was a 
woman who made the final call on the CGC:PJ 
products.  According to Tom, her main evaluation of the 
games was whether she could play them herself, and 
she had a lot of difficulty with the Wii remote.  She 
seemed to fully endorse the stereotypical content of 
CGC:PJ.  This suggests that the social structure of the 
video game industry may be inherently what Bronet & 
Layne call a “male-valenced” or “male-friendly” 
technology [2]. 

Conclusions: Gendered technology? 
I have examined three possible strategies to introduce 
feminist possibilities into the design of the CGC:PJ 
product. I see limited success for those. The major 
reason is that the video game is itself a male-gendered 
technology.  Over 30 years ago video games were 
specifically targeted to a young male market. Building 
on the theme of adventure and physical contest, they 
complimented military toys sold to boys. By mid-2000 
GUI technology was creating more sophisticated avatar 
interaction depicting highly stereotyped genders. A 
2007 study showed that male characters were 
significantly more likely to be portrayed as aggressive 
(83% vs. 62% of female characters) while female 
characters were much more likely to be portrayed in a 
sexualized way (60% vs. 1% of male characters) [4]. 

Video games are culturally identified as male 
technology: played by males and produced by males.  
Young girls know this, and are not interested in 

participating. Rather than trying to create a female or 
feminist version of a male-identified technology, 
perhaps we would be better rewarded by seeking to 
create artifacts that are gender-neutral and supportive 
of positive imagery and subjectivity for all humans. 
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