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Exploring Language and Gender through Blood and Combat 

 
Introduction 

 Whether reading a book, listening to music, creating art or watching television, over the 

centuries, human beings have become exceptionally well versed in constructing many forms of 

entertainment or leisure activities, including video games.  In particular, video games have 

become so popular that they are considered to be one of the most significant forms of mass 

expression in industrialized nations, and over $6.5 billion dollars have been spent annually on 

console and PC games (Griffiths, Davies and Chappell 2004; Jansz and Tanis 2007).   Looking 

specifically at the United States, around 67% of Americans play either video games or computer 

games (Ensslin 2012; Cassell and Jenkins 2000; Hartmann and Klimmt 2006; Wright, Boria and 

Breidenbach 2002; Soukup 2007; Poole 2007). 

 A great deal of research has been conducted on the video game industry, as well as 

information gathered on those who play video games.  By and large, most of the research 

conducted by psychologists, linguists, anthropologists, sociologists, etc., have concluded that 

most gamers are men (although a significant portion, 42%, are now women), between the ages of 

17 and 34, and some of the most popular types of games include sports, action/adventure, 

fantasy, puzzle, combat/fighting, role-playing games and first-person shooters (FPS) (Ensslin 

2012; Byrce and Rutter 2002; Chou and Tsai 2007; Consalvo 2003; Cassell and Jenkins 2000; 

Herring et al. 2009; Hartmann and Klimmt 2006; Jansz and Tanis 2007; Wright, Boria and 

Breidenbach 2002; Schleiner 2001; Teng 2008; Poole 2007).   

 However, while there is noteworthy data about gamers and video games, not as much 

research has been conducted about the specific genre of first-person shooter games and about the 

gamers who play them.  A FPS game is focused on gun and projectile weapon combat in which 
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the player encounters combat through a first-person viewpoint.  Generally speaking, FPS games 

are highly violent, militaristic in nature, and most avatars/characters are male.  Most FPS games 

have the ability to allow gamers to play online with other players, offering various forms of 

interaction and communication. 

 Although FPS games are geared towards male players, many female players engage in 

this genre of game as well (Ensslin 2012; Bryce and Rutter 2002; Easten 2006; Royse et al. 

2007; Poole 2007).  In this paper, I would like to explore the language use of American males 

and females while they play FPS games.  Because this type of game is typically thought of as a 

masculine activity, it is hypothesized that noticeable differences will be found between men and 

women who play FPS, and linguistic communications between men and women in the 

perspective of game play will be affected by the context and imagery of the game itself.  The aim 

of this paper is to gain a better understanding of the interaction and language usage between 

males and females who play in FPS games.  What kinds (if any) of gender discrimination are 

discernible through language?  How can playing first person shooters give more insight into the 

relationships between younger men and women living in the United States? 

 The first portion of the paper will briefly examine different examples of linguistic 

behavior differences between men and women in American English in order to demonstrate the 

significance.  The next portion of the paper will concisely cover more in-depth information about 

FPS games (origins, objectives/purpose of the game, target audience/who really plays, what are 

the popular games, etc).  Communication and linguistic behavior between male and females 

engaged in FPS games will then be analyzed, using published research and online surveys 

created by myself and sent out to select participants.  Finally, a conclusion will be made about 

any discernible differences found in the linguistic behavior between men and women while 
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engaged in FPS games, and why language analysis through FPS games is a viable path of 

research. 

 

Gendered Communication 

 A distinction in language usage between men and women has been shown to exist 

throughout different times, places and spaces.  For instance, in informal situations, it is not 

unusual for women to have overlapping speech with one another.  Women have also 

demonstrated a higher usage of tag questions (it is cold in here, isn’t it?), more politeness in their 

speech and also a higher usage of vocal-fry than men (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992: 476-

479).  While there are some differences in speech patterns between women and men, it is 

interesting to note the number of stereotypes associated with women’s speech as well, such as 

Valley Girl speech and a tendency to be more talkative in general than men, as a couple of 

examples.  “The fact that in most societies familiar to us there are more stereotypes of female 

language than of male indicates the pervasiveness of the view that women and their relation to 

language are deviant or ‘other’” (Eckert and McConnell-Ginet 1992: 482). 

 Plenty of stereotypes exist for the use of women’s language, yet there are virtually none 

for the way men speak, as scholars have pointed out men’s language is typically associated as the 

‘norm.’  But it is quite “…valuable to have access to a much fuller range of actual girls’ and 

women’s linguistic practices, and feminist linguistics has helped increase the visibility – and 

importantly, audibility – of a far wider range of female voice than attended to by previous 

linguistic research” (McConnell-Ginet 2011: 13).  By exploring the language usage of both men 

and women through FPS games, a new area is opened up for women to have a clearer voice than 
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before, and also presents the chance to discuss gender discrimination from another angle via 

games and technology. 

 …Systematic examinations of videogames and gaming as communicative and discursive 

 processes are needed to shed light on the ways in which racial, sexual and other 

 stereotypes are created and perpetuated.  What is also important, however, is the way in 

 which gamers interact and communicate, how they construct identities and communities 

 discursively and negotiate the meanings of videogames between them (Ensslin 2012: 4). 

 

FPS Games 

 As described earlier, FPS games, also known as shoot-em ups or shooters, involve the 

gamer playing from a first-person perspective in a combat mode typically using some sort of 

weapon or missile.  The objective of the game is simple in that players are required to shoot and 

destroy their opponents, whether controlled by other players or console generated.  Occasionally, 

a player will be required to complete another task while demolishing their opponent, such as 

“capturing the flag/target” for additional points.  The maps on which gamers play are rather large 

and allow for different tactics for beating their opposition.  For instance, one gamer might decide 

to run around the map until they find an opponent to shoot, or they can “camp,” in which the 

player will hide to avoid direct contact with the opponent, often using a sniper rifle to take out 

the enemy from afar (Ensslin 20I2: 167).  In most cases, if a gamer dies while in the multi-player 

component of an FPS game, they will “spawn/re-spawn” or reincarnate after dying without 

beginning a new game (Ensslin 2012: 173).  Unlike massively multiplayer online role-playing 

games (MMORPGs), FPS “…environments are less persistent.  Once game play in an FPS has 

finished, the world is reset to the state it was in at the start of play, or a new environment (e.g., 

playing field) is made available” (Herring et al. 2009: 3). 

 FPS games are now mostly played on gaming systems such as PlayStation 3 or Xbox 

360, but originally evolved from FPS PC games, such as Doom or Castle Wolfenstein.  While 
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some people still play the older FPS games, some new titles that have mass popularity include 

the Call of Duty and Halo franchises, the Battlefield and Medal of Honor series’, Borderlands, 

etc.  As mentioned previously, most of the gamers who play FPS games are male and FPS games 

are generally seen as ‘masculine’ in nature.  However, there are girls and women that play FPS 

games as well, debunking the myth that video games (especially ones with violence and warfare) 

are for males only (Ensslin 2012: 38).  “…Women had a wide variety of gaming interests that 

were not necessarily tied to gendered expectations.  Further, some women resented ‘gender 

appeals’ in game literature, arguing that such games were offensive to them and not at all a draw 

for playing” (Royse et al. 2007: 558). 

 

Masculinity/Femininity and Violence in Video Games 

 The adult world of computing is heavily dominated by males and transmitted to children 

 by males.  Primarily it is men who design the video games, write the software, sell the 

 machines, and teach the courses (Keisler, Sproull, & Eccles, 1985).  A page from a 

 typical software order form show a preponderance of games orientated around wars, 

 battles, crimes, and destruction as well as traditionally male-oriented sports (baseball, 

 basketball, football) and hobbies (Wilson 1992: 889). 

 

 Research points to themes such as war, violence, aggressiveness, abuse, action, 

adventure, athleticism, etc., to signify what it means to be masculine in video games, as well as 

technology in and of itself.  Male characters/avatars also have a tendency to be on the taller side, 

as well as muscular in nature (Consalvo 2003: 31; Ensslin 2012: 38; Chou and Tsai 2007: 815; 

Bryce and Rutter 2002: 246).  Since many of these themes, if not all of them, are generally seen 

as masculine outside of the video game realm as well, by placing them back into the video games 

it only reinforces established gender roles and what constitutes male leisure time (Ensslin 2012: 

38). 
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 Ideas of ‘femininity’ are also found within video game imagery, and are essentially the 

opposite of what it means to be ‘masculine.’  If female characters/avatars are used in a video 

game, it is not uncommon to find them as either playing a damsel in distress that needs to be 

rescued by a male hero, or an hyper-sexualized, tough vixen (Ensslin 2012; Bryce and Rutter 

2002; Frasca 2007; Cassell and Jenkins 2000; Hartmann and Klimmt 2006; Hutchinson 2007; 

Schleiner 2001).   

 Even in video games that are not considered ‘masculine’ in nature, and are geared 

towards a female audience, stereotypical ideas of ‘femininity’ can still be found.  In the video 

game Super Princess Peach, Princess Peach from the Mario games is the protagonist for once, 

but unfortunately her “powers” only serve to reinforce gendered female stereotypes.  “From the 

performance standpoint, it could be argued that the player can switch Peach’s emotions very 

rapidly, from happiness to sadness, from rage to calm.  This lack of transition period between 

phases – as long as the character has emotional energy available on the interface – could be read 

as reinforcing the stereotype of female emotional instability” (Frasca 2007: 128). 

 Combat/fighting games, such as Tekken, Mortal Kombat, Soul Calibur and Dead or Alive 

are well known for dressing female characters in scantily clad clothing and enhancing their 

womanly features.  The Dead or Alive series may take the cake in the this genre of game 

however; players have to option to turn on or off a “breast bounce” mode, and by advancing into 

higher levels of the gamer, players are rewarded with new, skimpier outfits for female characters 

(See Figure 1 below for example of typical Dead or Alive female character) (Huffington Post 

2012; Yin-Poole 2012). 
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(Figure 2.  Source: Huffington Post) 

  

 FPS games are filled with violent imagery and language, so it should come as no surprise 

that these games are generally considered masculine in nature.  If there does happen to be a 

female protagonist available to play in these games, normally she is over-sexualized and has the 

strengths of the male characters.  In the Call of Duty franchise, this is no exception.  For 

example, in the latest edition in the Call of Duty franchise, Black Ops II, the first ever female 

(and over-sexualized) protagonist character is available for play in the Zombies mode of the 

game (Figure 2 below).   

  
(Figure 2.  Source: Examiner.com) 

  

 The gender stereotypes of female characters in video games may serve to repel female 

players rather than draw them into a game, as they may be unable to identify with the character, 

causing further annoyance (Hartmann and Klimmt 2006: 913). 
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 Violent language can also be found in FPS games, as most of the game play takes during 

some sort of combat (Ensslin 2012: 75).  If the FPS games are considered masculine then, why 

do some females like to play? 

 “…Critical evaluation of the gendering of computer gaming suggests that despite 

evidence of the gendering of activities and spaces associated with computer gaming, there is 

growing evidence that females do play computer games and this may be altering the perception 

of this activity as masculine.  This may also provide a means of challenging the dominant view 

of female technological inferiority by changing gendered perceptions of technological abilities” 

(Bryce and Rutter 2002: 252). 

 It has also been suggested that when studying women who play games, it is important not 

to view a woman as either someone who does or who does not play video games, but to consider 

“…how various players construct the act of gaming and how that process plays into (or 

challenges) their own particular sense of self, including their own specific gendered identity.  By 

doing so, it is possible to reach a better understanding of the real differences between women 

who prefer more ‘male-oriented’ games…” (Royse et al. 2007: 558).  For example, not all 

women are bothered by over-sexualized female characters often found in masculine games.  Out 

of Royse et al.’s study, one of the participants purposely creates her characters that way: “When I 

create a character in an RPG, I like to make them as sexy as possible.  Haha! I love a sexy and 

strong female character.  A character who is sexy and strong and can still kick a guy’s butt 10 

ways to Sunday!” (Royse et al. 2007: 564). 

 However, it seems as though the problem of character choice for women comes in when 

they essentially have no control over their character/avatar and cannot create one.  Many video 

games do not allow for such customization of characters, and women are stuck with playing the 
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stock, stereotypical female character.  If game developers truly want to expand the gamer 

market, it might prove beneficial for them to seek out female voices rather than stereotype 

female characters into ‘damsels in distress’ or hyper-sexualized women for male gaze (Royce et 

al 2007: 565). 

 

Linguistic Behavior in Men and Women who Play FPS Games 

 Even though the timeframe played in multi-player FPS games do not last as long as they 

would in an MMORPG (in which games are/can be continuous), communication still plays an 

important role during the game.  With gaming consoles like the Xbox, PlayStation and Wii, 

gamers can communicate with other gamers online via a headset with an attached microphone, 

allowing players to talk strategy, talk “smack” on the other team or talk just to talk.  “While 

much of this [communication] was related to game play, the voice channel was also an important 

medium for social engagement and enjoyment.  While players could see benefits for game play 

in terms of planning and better team coordination, they also highly valued the social 

experience…” (Gibbs, Wadley and Benda 2006: 5). 

 While there are several benefits in using online communication while playing an FPS, my 

main interest in examining online FPS communication was to see if there were discernible 

differences in the way the males and females communicated during the game, and to see if any 

gender discrimination was involved.  As time was limited, the research conducted on my behalf 

resulted in a pilot study/survey that can be used as a stepping point into conducting further 

research on language, gender and FPS games.  The survey was administered via Qualtrics, an 

online survey design commonly used in social science research.  The survey questions asked are 

attached at the end of the paper.  Nine people participated in the survey, and seven of the nine 
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people were able to participate in a follow-up survey (via email) after the original one was 

completed.  The questions for the follow-up survey are also  attached at the end of the paper.  

 

Survey Method 

 Subjects were four males and five females over the age of 18 who play FPS games.  Ten 

individuals were invited to complete the survey, however only nine responded.  Seven out of the 

nine participants were between the ages of 23-27, and hours spent playing FPS ranged anywhere 

from two hours per week all the way up to 30 over hours per week. 

Name (has 

been changed 

for privacy) 

Gender Age Range Headset 

Usage 

(Yes/No) 

Approximate 

Time Spent 

Playing per 

Week 

Games 

Played 

Debbie Female 33-37 years 

old 

No (first 

survey); Yes 

(follow-up 

survey) 

Two nights 

per week 

“Pretty much 

the entire Call 

of Duty 

franchise.” 

Christina Female 18-22 years 

old 

Yes “4.” (It was 

not indicated 

whether she 

meant four 

hours a week, 

or four days a 

week, etc.) 

Call of Duty: 

Black Ops 2, 

Call of Duty: 

Black Ops, 

Halo 4, Halo 

Reach 

Frank Male 23-27 years 

old 

Yes 30 hours Halo 4, Call 

of Duty: 

Black Ops 2, 

Call of Duty: 

Modern 

Warfare 3 

Jessica Female 23-27 years 

old 

Yes 20 hours Call of Duty: 

Black Ops 2, 

Call of Duty: 

Modern 

Warfare 3, 

Half Life 

Scott Male 23-27 years 

old 

Yes Five hours Call of Duty: 

Black Ops 

Veronica Female 28-32 years No (with Two to four Halo, Halo 2, 
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old random 

players); Yes 

(with friends) 

hours Halo 3, Halo 

4, Call of 

Duty: Black 

Ops, Left 4 

Dead, Left 4 

Dead 2 

Felix Male 23-27 years 

old 

Yes Between two 

and five hours 

Call of Duty: 

Modern 

Warfare 3, 

Battlefield 

Peter Male 23-27 years 

old 

Yes Eight hours Call of Duty: 

Modern 

Warfare, Call 

of Duty: 

Modern 

Warfare 2, 

Call of Duty: 

Black Ops, 

Call of Duty: 

Black Ops 2, 

Red Faction, 

Red Faction 

2, Red 

Faction 2, 

Vietcong 

Jamie Female 23-27 years 

old 

No Five hours Mafia II, Call 

of Duty: 

Modern 

Warfare 2, 

Medal of 

Honor 

 

 Participants were asked several questions in relation to the FPS games they played, 

regarding what made them first interested in FPS games, who they talk to and what they talk 

about while playing FPS games, swear words commonly heard while playing and if they have 

experienced any gender discrimination while playing.  Three of the female participants began 

playing FPS games because their significant others were playing.  Interestingly, some of the 

research conducted on female gaming suggests that gaming begins through partners, family or 

friends.  “Indeed there is growing evidence that many females prefer to participate in gaming 
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within domestic contexts with friends, families and partners [5, 21].  This suggests that computer 

gaming may form part of joint leisure activities within existing social networks” (Bryce and 

Rutter 2002: 250).  Other factors for participants beginning play include competition, historical 

facts, watching other people play/hearing them talk about the games, the graphics of the game 

and the setting/sci-fi narrative. 

 With all of the participants, their reasons for playing now have changed from when they 

first began playing FPS games.  Five of the respondents stated they enjoyed playing FPS games 

for the social aspect of communicating with their friends.  “Mostly for the social aspect. One of 

my favorite gaming moments ever was playing through Halo 3 co-op with 3 other guy friends. 

It's like a social aspect for our group of friends. It's a mix of goofing around and accomplishing 

an adventure (this is the same group of guys that I do table top gaming- like Dungeons and 

Dragons- with since 2001)” (Frank, survey correspondence 2013).  Other respondents indicated 

that they play now to relieve stress, to use strategy, or play for the storyline. 

 Some women, as indicated by this pilot study and other research (Royse et al. 2007) 

enjoy playing FPS simply for the fact that is it generally considered more masculine, and they 

like to shoot virtual targets.  Even though FPS games are generally played by boys and young 

men and contain violent content, many women indicated that they select this variety for its 

“unabashed aggressiveness” (Royse et al. 2007: 563).  “People are generally surprised that I play 

FPS games. They say, "Aren't those games so violent, and bloody?" It's almost as though they 

expect women to not want to see blood and gore, shoot people in their virtual faces, and enjoy it. 

It's almost like you want to say, "Oh, no, I was gonna make a pie, and clean the grout in the 

bathroom with a q-tip. Yes, of course I want into that fight!!!!!!” (Debbie, survey 

correspondence 2013). 
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 Debbie might be considered what many refer to as a “grrrl gamer,” that is, a female 

gamer who is not necessarily concerned with gender-specific interests, and finds the differences 

in gender-specific games less marked.  “Grrrl gamers feel patronized by so-called pinked-up 

games, which are designed for an idealized, artificial and monolithic female audience of ‘girl 

gamers’ but do not speak to the majority of female gamers’ actual needs” (Ensslin 2012: 38). 

 Many online communities exist to promote the awareness of girl and grrl gamers, with 

the most well-known one probably being Frag Dolls.  According to their website, Frag Dolls  

 …are a team of professional female gamers recruited by Ubisoft to promote their video 

 games and represent the presence of women in the game industry. These gamer girls play 

 and promote games at industry and game community events, compete in tournaments, 

 and participate daily in online gamer geek activities. Started in 2004 by an open call for 

 gamer girls with competitive gaming skills, the Frag Dolls immediately rocketed to the 

 spotlight after winning the Rainbow Six 3: Black Arrow tournament in a shut-out at their 

 debut tournament appearance (Frag Dolls: About). 

 

 In addition to supporting female gamers through gaming competitions, community events 

and online gamer activities, Frag Dolls also offer a “Cadettes Academy” program, which works 

like an internship.  Female gamers who participate in the program learn more about how the 

gaming industry works, attend gaming events and train for competitive gaming tournaments 

(Frag Dolls: About).  Other girl and grrrl gamer communities include Female-Gamer.com and 

GirlGamer.com. 

 Returning to survey results, when asked who they typically play with and if they use 

headsets during game time, six out of the nine participants said that they play with their friends, 

and all of them use headsets to communicate.  The other three usually play by themselves, or do 

not have headsets.  For those who used headsets, when asked what a typical conversation sounds 

like while playing a FPS game, most of the chat revolves around either strategy and/or general 

talk about daily lives.  Christina stated: 
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 There is an initial greeting. We decide the game we want to play (live, zombies, etc.). We 

 decide a map to play. We begin game play. We engage in game strategies like who will 

 cover which area, who will use their points to "pay" to open certain new areas of game 

 play (open doors, clear debris, ect.) Generally, when playing in a Player vs Player game 

 there are constant complaints shared and discussed as well. For instance, "I shot that guy 

 6 times and he didnt die! This is f*cked up." Usually when a game ends we discuss who 

 racked up the most points, kills, etc.. Then we decide if we want to play another game. If 

 so the conversation is repeated. If we decide to finish we say goodbyes and log off 

 (Christina, survey correspondence 2013). 

 

 The respondents were asked how their conversations went if they were speaking with 

men while playing, and for the most part it appeared as though the conversation does not vary 

much from the typical conversation they would have anyway.  “Usually how are best games have 

been, and we talk about our girls and how they hate how much we play” (Scott, survey 

correspondence 2013).  If the participants were speaking with females, however, the 

conversation did change a bit with most of the answers.  “I personally talk to females the same as 

I would a male player, with maybe a bit less swearing. I'm still competitive, but not rude. If they 

do a good job, ill congratulate them, if they did bad id offer them help. And if they're a jerk, I'm 

gonna treat them like a jerk” (Frank, survey correspondence 2013). 

 In order to gauge a sense of how “violent” language can be during FPS games, the 

participants were asked to list five to ten of the most common words they while playing.  The 

following is a list of words that have been mentioned at least once by two or more participants, 

both male and female alike: fuck, shit, damn/damn it/God damn it, dick, kill, fag, lag and owned.  

“Lag” refers to the time difference between executing a move and seeing the consequence of the 

move on-screen, while “owned” might be said/shouted when one player defeats or embarrasses 

another player during the game (Ensslin 2012: 170).  When asked to list five of the ten most 

common words while playing, Scott was compelled to apologize for the graphic nature of the 

words, and also edited the words in the response box so they would not be in their “true” form: 
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“Sh*t, F*ck, God Damnit, good shot, well played, D*ck. Sorry its no pleasant listening to guys 

play shooting games” (Scott, survey correspondence 2013). 

 One of the last questions asked in the survey had to do with gender discrimination, and if 

any of the participants had experienced any while playing an FPS game.  Unfortunately, a few of 

them did: “Yes.  I recently played with a boy that said I couldn't play because I have a vagina..he 

said what do you know about video games your a girl aren't you supposed to be in the kitchen” 

(Jessica, survey correspondence 2013).  One of the other female respondents also experienced 

discrimination, although it was while she was playing World of Warcraft; however, it made her 

decide to not play with random people during an FPS game.   

 I have experienced pretty severe discrimination in World of Warcraft, which is why I 

 refuse to play with random people in FPS games where I know the players will be even 

 more intense than those in WoW. In WoW, for example, if I sounded even remotely 

 crabby (speaking over Ventrilo) to my guild mates, someone would ALWAYS ask if I 

 was 'on the rag'. If I teamed with random groups, I would avoid speaking at all costs. 

 Since communication is kind of crucial to raiding, I would have to talk eventually, and 

 inevitably someone would privately message me, saying I sounded really sexy or hot, and 

 they would then start getting sexually explicit (Veronica, survey correspondence 2013). 

 

 As a preemptive to avoid experiencing gender discrimination, many female gamers, 

similar to Veronica’s situation, will mask their true identity while engaging with others online.  

“For instance, when given the opportunity, females may be more apt to mask their gender within 

CMC [computer-mediated communication] contexts (Jaffe, Lee, Huang, & Oshagan, 1995).  One 

reason may be a fear of being stalked by males or sexual harassment (Gilbert, 1995).  Another 

reason may be intimidation or attempts at dominance by male participants (Herring, 1993)” 

(Huffaker 2004: 9).   

 Not surprisingly, none of the male correspondents experienced any gender 

discrimination, but a couple of them did mention they had witnessed/heard it while playing an 
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FPS game.  Four out of the five women who play FPS games have experienced gender 

discrimination either while playing that game or another genre of game. 

 

Follow-Up Survey 

 After considering the recommendations offered from both my advisor and a peer 

reviewer, it was decided that a follow-up survey should be conducted to glean more information 

about specific language used during FPS gaming, and what other data could be gathered about 

gender discrimination.  Christina, Debbie, Veronica, Frank, Scott, Jessica and Jamie were all 

able to participate. 

 In the follow-up survey, participants were asked nine additional questions relating to FPS 

games.  The first question/task asked them to list five adjectives they would use to describe an 

FPS game they play to someone who is not familiar with the game.  Most of the adjectives the 

participants used appear to be fierce in nature, including the following words: intense, bloody 

(mentioned twice) violent (mentioned three times) graphic, competitive, strategic/tactical, 

speedy/fast (mentioned five times), exciting (mentioned three times) aggressive, loud (mentioned 

twice), addictive, frustrating/difficult (mentioned three times) and entertaining. 

 Subjects were also asked to list adjectives to describe how they feel while playing an FPS 

game.  Many of the adjectives used to describe an FPS game to another person were used for this 

question as well (frustrated, competitive, aggressive, violent, entertaining, etc.).  Adjectives that 

were introduced include determination, happy, zen/worry-free, accomplished/satisfaction, 

nervous, anxious, merciless, exhilaration, important, skilled, elite, inadequate, and angry.  It is 

interesting to note that while all of the participants used optimistic adjectives to describe their 

feelings during game play (happy, accomplished, exhilaration, etc.), all but one (Debbie) also 
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used negative adjectives as well (inadequate, angry, nervous, etc.).  “I feel the need to finish a 

mission, and satisfaction when it's completed, also there's almost a feeling of exhileration and 

bad-assery, knowing I probably beat out most dudes I'm playing with [sic]” (Debbie, follow-up 

survey correspondence 2013). 

 Subjects were asked what the general objectives are of the FPS games they play in order 

to see what language choices they use in order to describe the game.  Almost all of the 

participants explained that the player needs to kill the enemy, and/or gain as many points as 

possible during an FPS game.  In her response, Jamie uses the word “clear” instead of kill: “I 

mostly play FPS games that have a military storyline.  So most of the objectives would be to 

clear the area of enemies or protect something from the enemy” (Jamie, follow-up survey 

correspondence 2013).  In this instance, there is not a discernible language choice difference 

between male and female gamers. 

 Two of the questions asked participants to look at a male (Figure 3) and female (Figure 4) 

FPS character and describe them.  The male character is taken from one of the Halo games, 

while the female character is from Call of Duty: Black Ops 2.  For the male character, all but two 

respondents pointed out that the character was indeed male, and used “strong” adjectives to 

describe him.  “Even though the character is armored, he looks masculine. He also looks tough, 

in charge, and victorious” (Veronica, follow-up survey correspondence 2013). 

 Attitudes and descriptions on the female avatar, however, varied between participants.  

Christina points out that “this figure is appears to be a female, which is obvious because the 

picture is so highly sexualized. She has her head down as she is shooting and her posture appears 

quite weak. This makes me feel as though this character is not as confident or dominant as the 

above figure” (Follow-up survey correspondence 2013).  Veronica and Scott both describe the 
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female avatar as “sexy,” while Veronica also uses “Boobs!” to describe the character as well.  

Most of the other subjects felt as though the character was hyper-sexualized, and while it may 

have been nice to see a female character in a FPS game, she was still lacking in many areas (very 

stereotypical look, looks scared, not enough armor or protection, etc.). 

 Participants were also asked if they benefited in any way from playing FPS games.  It 

may come as a surprise to people who do not condone violent video games, but six out of the 

seven gamers responded that they have experienced benefits from playing FPS games.  Many 

players listed stress release as a benefit, as well as a chance to spend time with family and 

friends.  According to Frank, “they're great for relieving stress, as well as improving your 

hand/eye coordination, ability to work as a team, and problem solving/decision-making abilities” 

(Follow-up survey correspondence 2013). 

 Regarding gender discrimination, participants were questioned on gender domination in 

conversation while playing FPS games.  For the players that use headsets to play with other 

gamers, all agreed that males tend to dominate FPS gaming conversation.  While there are 

exceptions, from the answers it seems that the exceptions are rare.  “I feel that males taker [sic] 

over the conversation in online games. Sometimes it is hard to get a word in” (Jessica, follow-up 

survey correspondence 2013). 

 One of the last questions in the follow-up survey had to do with being able to give orders 

in team-oriented settings in FPS games.  Of the females that use headsets to engage in team-

oriented settings (this excludes Jamie), only Debbie and Christina felt that they were able to give 

orders.  “Even with my friends, I still don't get to give orders unless it's a very urgent situation” 

(Veronica, follow-up survey correspondence 2013).  Neither of the two male respondents had 

problems dishing out orders to other players.   
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 The last question asked of the participants was about the use of sexual language, and if it 

was used in order to accomplish goals during FPS game play with others.  Only Christina and 

Frank have used sexual language to accomplish something during FPS game play.  Christina 

only used sexual language jokingly with her significant other, while Frank has used words such 

as “bitch” or “pussy” to emasculate other players. 

 

Moving Forward with FPS and Gendered Communication  

 Although much more research needs to be done in regard to FPS games and gendered 

communication, the small pilot survey and follow-up survey do indicate that violent language is 

used during game play, communication styles do change when players know the gender of other 

players and gender discrimination during game play is still an issue for many females.  The pilot 

and follow-up surveys also show that while younger American men and women normally get 

along while playing FPS games, there are instances of tension as well.  The tension suggests that 

some males may not be ready for women to participate/take them seriously in a leisure activity 

that is “traditionally masculine.”  On a broader scale, it could also be suggested that some 

individuals do not like change to the “norm”, and are outwardly resisting what they do not like. 

 In order to take the initial pilot survey further, it is recommended that future researchers 

obtain larger samples with greater variety in personal background of participants and more 

questions should be added.  Questions specifically regarding what females like to see in FPS 

games and also what they dislike should be addressed as well.  It might be potentially beneficial 

to question males and see if they are any more likely to play a game with a hyper-sexualized 

character involved, or if it has any influence on their gaming preferences at all.  Also, turning the 

pilot study into an ethnography would provide some new and interesting information as well. 



Kelsey Garason 

4/23/13 

 

20 
 

 FPS games are a realm that has barely been explored by those who study gaming, let 

alone by those focusing on gender and/or language.  Much can be learned about those who 

participate in FPS games as well as what communication is involved.  For all the flack that 

violent video games receive from the media, there are several positive aspects to participating in 

videogame play as well.  Enhancement of attention and cognitive skills, better computer literacy, 

better job outlook for technology careers and optimistic feelings toward technology are just a few 

of the benefits one can receive from playing video games (Lucas and Sherry 2004; 499).   

 Additionally, “…video games can serve as a central activity for interpersonal interaction, 

providing an activity for friends to share.  …Online video gamers, who may appear to others to 

be playing alone, can interact with others across the game network and establish new friendships 

through the computer-mediated communication offered by the game” (Lucas and Sherry 2004: 

501). 

 

Conclusions 

 By now, it should come as no surprise that a rather large amount of women enjoy playing 

video games, and that includes the violent and militaristic FPS games as well.  Through playing 

FPS games, girls and women are pushing the boundaries of what it means to have a masculine 

game, and if what is defined as masculine or feminine should be redefined, if not at least 

examined more closely. 

 Even though there are more female gamers than ever, especially playing FPS games, 

there is a noticeable tension between males and females who engage in that genre of game.  It is 

one thing to be more conscientious of language usage when interacting with the opposite gender, 

but it is an entirely different situation when males make sexual or derogatory remarks towards 
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women during game play.  Not only do women face a glass ceiling in the workforce, it appears 

as though they face one while playing video games as well.  Stereotypes of women are projected 

into video games as well women themselves when they identify as a female who play video 

games. 

 Over time, hopefully men and women will become more equal in all aspects of life, but 

as research shows, there are still very noticeable discrimination factors, even in leisure activities.  

The research available on FPS games and language is fascinating indeed, but much more time 

and investigation needs to be conducted in order to make a better assessment of how FPS games, 

language and gender intersect.  Not only would this prove to be an interesting area of research, 

scholars would have the opportunity to become better aware of what sets off gender 

discrimination in younger generations, as well as theorize ways to help combat it. 

 

  
Figure 3.  (Google Images) 
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Figure 4.  (http://callofduty.wikia.com/wiki/File:Black_Ops_II_Zombies_Female_Character.png) 
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