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ABSTRACT

Video gaming offers various benefits, such as social connections and improved
wellbeing. However, as competitive video gaming continues to grow, gender-related
harassment of women, transgender, and gender diverse (TGD) gamers in competitive
environments persists. This study explored the experiences of gamers in gaming
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communities, their mental health, and gaming imposter syndrome across genders. The
study also explored women and TGD gamers’ experiences of gender-related harassment.
Findings showed that ~87% of women and TGD gamers reported gender-related
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harassment and employed a range of avoidance action to minimize harassment. They health
also reported greater worries about engaging in gaming communities, greater gaming
imposter syndrome, and poorer mental health. The findings highlight the pervasiveness
of gender-related harassment in competitive video gaming and the reliance of
short-term coping strategies among women and TGD gamers. While identity-specific
communities may offer support, structural and cultural changes are needed to foster
inclusive competitive gaming spaces.
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1. Introduction

Over the past several decades, video games have evolved into a dominant form of mainstream enter-
tainment, with approximately 65% of Americans playing them and an estimated $56.6 billion spent on
the medium in 2023 (Entertainment Software Association, 2023). Video games have also become consid-
erably more accessible, with options for video gaming involving devices such as consoles, personal com-
puters (PCs), smartphones, and mobile consoles. They also feature options for playing by oneself
(single-player) or playing with other people (multi-player). In line with this broadening of the video gam-
ing landscape, the stereotype of video gaming as a white, male, solitary hobby is evolving as gaming is
being embraced by different ages, ethnicities, and gender groups (Engelstatter & Ward, 2022; Entertainment
Software Association, 2023). Competitive video gaming (esports) has also emerged as a result of increased
participation and investment in video games (Pedraza-Ramirez et al., 2020).

1.1. Impact of video games on cognition and mental health

As video games become more integrated into modern entertainment, research on the potential effects of
video games on cognition and mental health has grown. Research suggests that playing video games can
benefit spatial abilities (Ferguson, 2007; Uttal et al.,, 2013) and multisensory processing (Donohue et al.,
2010). Research has also reported improved motor skills in children with atypical development (Page
et al,, 2017) and improved physical health outcomes (Bowman et al., 2022). The benefits also extend into
mental health, with studies showing that video gaming can reduce stress, improve mood, and enhance
wellbeing (Halbrook et al., 2019; Pallavicini et al.,, 2021; Pine et al., 2020; Russoniello et al., 2009). It also
has the potential to alleviate symptoms of psychiatric conditions, such as anxiety and depression (Ruiz
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et al., 2022), and support wellbeing during difficult times by offering an escape, alongside positive factors
such as social connection, something to look forward to, and an avenue for processing their personal
difficulties (lacovides & Mekler, 2019).

1.2. Social benefits of video gaming

Multiplayer video games provides a platform for gamers to interact with each other and form communities
not restricted by traditional barriers such as geography (Steinkuehler & Williams, 2006) and can foster deep
and meaningful bonds between those who play together (Cole & Griffiths, 2007). Indeed, for individuals
who may struggle socially, such as those with emotional sensitivity (Kowert et al, 2014) and autism spec-
trum disorder (Finke et al., 2018), video games and video game communities can be a safe and accessible
space for social interaction and connection. Moreover, cooperative and multiplayer gaming has been shown
to encourage empathy and prosocial behaviours (Jin & Li, 2017). These social benefits can also extend to
children and adolescents; for example, playing prosocial video games has been associated with more posi-
tive peer relationship and prosocial behaviours in younger populations (Harrington & O'Connell, 2016).
The connections fostered through playing video games together were a source of resilience and pro-
tected mental health for many gamers during the COVID-19 pandemic (Barr & Copeland-Stewart, 2022;
Partala, 2022; Wiederhold, 2021). In one study, participants described how playing video games with
other people helped build connections and combat feelings of loneliness and isolation (Barr &
Copeland-Stewart, 2022), which highlights the social benefits of video gaming. These benefits are not
only present in casual games. People who engage in competitive video games similarly report a range
of social benefits, such as social interactions, teamwork, and building connections with others (Delello
et al, 2021). Gamers attending in-person gaming events, known as Local Area Network (LANs) events,
also describe being motivated to attend for both competitive and social reasons (Jansz & Martens, 2005).

1.3. Challenges in gaming: toxicity and gendered harassment

While video gaming offers numerous benefits as outlined above, it is also associated with challenges,
particularly in online competitive environments. Toxic behaviours describe behaviours such as aggression
or negative communications in text or voice chats, cheating, and sabotaging, are prevalent in online
competitive video games, and can negatively impact player experience and mental health (Kou, 2020).

A common explanation for this normalization is online disinhibition, the tendency of individuals to
show less restrained behaviour online (Lapidot-Lefler & Barak, 2012). A phenomenon, which is linked to
increased toxic behaviour in online contexts (Kordyaka et al., 2020). Liu and Agur (2023), argue that
anonymity plays a key role in fostering toxicity, with the frequency being mediated by perceived conse-
guences and the prevailing social norms of gaming spaces. Moreover, the perception that toxic behaviours
are someone else’s responsibility contributes to a self-perpetuating environment where such conduct
becomes ingrained (Beres et al., 2021). One particularly concerning aspect of toxic behaviour in gaming
environments is the prevalence of gendered harassment, which disproportionately affects women and
trans and gender diverse (TGD) gamers (i.e. those whose gender identity differs from their sex assigned
at birth, including identities such as non-binary, transgender, agender, and genderfluid) (Jones et al.,
2019) players and reflects the broader issues of inequality within gaming culture.

1.4. The role of gender in video gaming harassment

Men have largely dominated video gaming since its inception. However, women have increasingly taken
up the hobby and entered video game spaces, with 46% of gamers identifying as women in 2023
(Entertainment Software Association, 2023). Despite this, women often experience being singled out in
negative ways. Gaming spaces, both in online games themselves and in gaming communities, can be
hostile spaces for women (Darvin et al.,, 2020; Vergel et al.,, 2024), who often feel targeted because of
their gender (Tang & Fox, 2016) and frequently report experiencing toxicity and sexual harassment in
online games (Crothers et al,, 2024; McLean & Griffiths, 2019; Ruvalcaba et al, 2018), which can nega-
tively impact their mental health (Wong & Ratan, 2024).
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Even in professional contexts, women are disproportionately subjected to cyberbullying and harass-
ment compared to men (Trudgett-Klose & McLinton, 2024), which may negatively impact the profes-
sional talent pipeline and development. For example, recent numbers suggest that while 8.8% of 16- to
18-year-old boys actively participate in esports, the number is only 0.7% for girls (Overd et al., 2024).
Unlike traditional sports, which often organize participation by age and gender, video games typically
include mixed-gender and mixed-age participants across both in-game competitive matchmaking ser-
vices and organized competitive play, which can create interactional dynamics distinct from those found
in many offline competitive sporting contexts. Research highlights how mixed-gender participantion in
competitive settings can encourage respect and skill recognition between different groups (Channon,
2014) and encourage moving away traditional gender norms (Priyadharshini & Pressland, 2018). However,
in competitive gaming spaces, these dynamics interact with a digital space, which often lack comparable
cultural and structural safeguards. This can impact competitive outcomes and experiences, as research
on first-time esports competitors found that women had poorer outcomes when participating in
mixed-gender tournaments than in women-only tournaments (Nolla et al., 2023), further highlighting the
gendered dimension of competitive gaming experiences.

Various explanations have been proposed to explain the pervasiveness of gender-related toxicity in gam-
ing spaces. Fox and Tang (2014) propose that sexist beliefs, particularly those aligned with traditional soci-
etal masculine norms such as men establishing dominance over women, heteronormativity, and performing
to gender expectations, are closely linked to negative attitudes toward women in gaming. These findings
also align with research suggesting that hostile sexism significantly predicts both general and sexual harass-
ment within video gaming (Tang & Fox, 2016). It is possible that the combination of a competitive environ-
ment deeply embedded in cybersexism (Vergel et al, 2024) and the normalization of toxicity within
competitive gaming spaces (Turkay et al., 2020) both foster and intensify sexist beliefs and behaviours.

In response to this pervasive harassment, many women adopt avoidance behaviours to reduce the
risk of being targeted (McLean & Griffiths, 2019). This includes avoiding playing with strangers (Cote,
2017), reduce or avoid communication with teammates (Crothers et al., 2024), or take actions to hide
their gender such as using gender-neutral usernames or use voice changes when communicating (Cote,
2017; Crothers et al., 2024; Madden et al., 2021), a combination of these, or even withdrawing from
gaming (Fox & Tang, 2017). Interestingly, despite these challenges, many women also report forming
supportive communities and expressing solidarity in response to shared experiences of gender-based
toxicity (Crothers et al., 2024). Notably, most of the research exploring the experience of woman gamers
is often qualitative, highlighting the need to quantitatively explore these experiences and the pervasive-
ness of such experiences across larger and more diverse samples.

In addition to the gender-based harassment experienced by women, LGBTQIA+ gamers are also fre-
quently subjected to discrimination, harassment, and exclusion in gaming spaces (Close, 2024; Gillin &
Signorella, 2024) as well as microaggressions (Di Cesare et al., 2024). These negative interactions often
mirror those directed at women but can be compounded by intersecting experiences of gender identity
and sexual orientation. In competitive gaming and esports contexts, LGBTQIA+ individuals report facing
systemic barriers, such as underrepresentation, stereotyping, and concerns around disclosure and safety
(Cote et al., 2023; Friman et al., 2024). Sexism and discrimination toward LGBTQ+ individuals are often
interlinked, driven by rigid expectations regarding traditional gender norms where any deviation from
hegemonic masculinity or femininity is targeted as a violation of the established social order of the
gaming community (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). Indeed, research highlights how while TGD gamers
can find gaming spaces freeing, they can also be subject to identity-harassment (Kosciesza, 2025). It is
perhaps then unsurprising that the competitive gaming communities are hostile environment for both
cisgender women and LGBTQIA+ individuals.

The impact these experiences can have is manyfold. The minority stress model (Meyer, 2003) suggests
that marginalized individuals are exposed to chronic stresses such as discrimination, rejection, and inter-
nal stigma that negatively impact mental health. Within the context of competitive gaming, where skills,
confidence, and performance are often scrutinized, these stresses can be exacerbated (Darvin et al.,
2021). The pressure to perform and conform to hegemonic norms within gaming spaces (Close, 2024;
Voorhees & Orlando, 2018) can lead women and TGD players internalizing doubts about their confidence
and belonging reinforcing feelings associated with imposter syndrome, and negative stereotypes about



4 C.LOLANSEN ET AL.

these groups in gaming can even impact in-game performance (Kaye & Pennington, 2016). On the other
hand, recent work has also begun to conceptualize games not only as sites of harassment, but also as
potential spaces for identity and supportive community-building for TGD individuals. For instance, digital
game-based learning has been explored as a tool for raising transgender identity awareness within
socio-educational contexts (Manzano-Ledn et al.,, 2024). Despite this, such behaviours are often normal-
ized within gaming communities and perceived as an expected part of competitive play (Beres et al.,
2021; Pauketat, 2022; Turkay et al., 2020).

The specific experiences of TGD gamers remain significantly underexplored in the academic literature,
particularly in relation to competitive gaming environments. While research in traditional sports clearly high-
lights how TGD individuals face barriers, harassment, and have poor experiences in traditional sports (Bailey
et al., 2024; Jones et al., 2017), it is important to explore the possible similarities or differences in competitive
gaming settings which are, as previously discussed, not formally separated by gender in the manner seen
in traditional sports. Given that both women and TGD gamers face heightened vulnerability to gender-based
toxicity, the present paper seeks to explore their experiences in greater depth to better understand how
marginalized gender identities intersect with the social dynamics of online gaming spaces, and whether
there are distinct experiences and impacts of harassment on these groups in competitive gaming.

1.5. Research aims

This study aims to provide insight into current gaming engagement behaviours, including with gaming
communities, and mental health for competitive gamers. Additionally, based on the findings suggesting
that women and TGD gamers face unique gender-related challenges in-game and in video gaming com-
munities, this study will also explore women and TGD gamers’ experiences of harassment and effects on
mental health, avoidance actions, and perceptions of women and TGD gaming communities. Based on
the previous literature, the present study has the following hypotheses:

1. Women and TGD gamers will report more worries about engaging in online and offline gaming
communities than men.

2. TGD gamers will report more worries about engaging in online and offline gaming communities
than cisgender gamers.

3. Women and TGD gamers will report more feelings of gaming imposter syndrome than men.

4. Women and TGD gamers will report poorer mental health (higher levels of depression, anxiety, and
stress) than men.

5. Most women and TGD gamers will report having experienced harassment and engaging in avoid-
ance actions, such as hiding their gender.

2. Methods
2.1. Design and participants

The study used an online cross-sectional design hosted through Qualtrics. The University of Nottingham
Ethics Committee approved the study (F1471R). A total of 777 responses were collected. Of these, 121 were
removed due to incomplete data (i.e. when two or more full sections were missing, excluding sections shown
only to specific groups, such as the gendered harassment questions), and 6 were excluded due the partici-
pants being under 18years of age. This left 650 valid responses. From this sample, only participants who
reported playing competitive games were retained for analysis, resulting in a final sample of 490 participants.
For this study, competitive play was defined as playing using in-game ranked matchmaking systems or orga-
nized competitive play, such as tournaments. While participants’ self-reported experience levels varied, all
participants included in analysis reported engaging with competitive aspects of the game(s) they played.
Participants were aged 18-63 (/\/Iage = 25.02, SD = 6.92): 240 men, 182 women, 54 non-binary, 11
agender/genderfluid, and 3 other-identifying. Within this sample, 75 participants identified as transgen-
der and 415 as cisgender. For analysis, participants who identified as non-binary, agender/genderfluid, or
in another way were grouped as ‘non-binary and other. To examine the gendered patterns, we also
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Table 1. Breakdown of gender in the sample used for analysis.

Man Woman  Non-binary and other Total
Cisgender 224 163 28 415
Transgender 16 19 40 75
Total 240 182 68 490

created a binary variable distinguishing between participants who identified as women and/or TGD
(N=266) and those who did not (N=224). A full breakdown of gender identity by trans/cis status is
presented in Table 1.

Participants were recruited using a combination of volunteer and paid methods between November
2023 and July 2024. A total of 273 participants were recruited globally via the online platform Prolific
(https://prolific.ccom/) and were paid £3 for their participation. An additional 132 participants were
recruited through student participant pools at the University of Nottingham (N=104) and Nottingham
Trent University (N=28), receiving course credit in return for participation. The remaining 85 participants
were recruited through opportunity sampling via posters on campus and social media advertisements
and were offered entry into a draw to win one of ten £25 Amazon vouchers. All participants provided
informed consent before beginning the survey.

2.3. Materials

Demographic information was gathered using a mixture of open text entry boxes and categorical options.

2.3.1. Gaming engagement and behaviour

Participants were asked to describe what type of gamer they were (novice, casual, enthusiast, hardcore,
professional), how many years they had been playing video games, hours per week spent playing, which
types of platforms used for gaming, whether they play casual or competitive games (or both), and what
genres of games they played.

2.3.2. Gaming community worries

Participants were asked to describe their experiences in online (online groups, virtual communities, online
teams) and offline (societies, local gaming cafes, university/college teams) gaming communities using
two questions. Participants were asked their agreement with five statements for each type of community
with responses using a five-point Likert scale from ‘Strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘Strongly agree’ (5). Scores on
these statements were added up to a total sum score (with items 1 and 4 being reverse scored) with a
higher score indicating greater worries about engaging in gaming communities. The five statements were:

_

‘| feel welcome in (online/offline) gaming communities’
2. ‘I worry about joining (online/offline) gaming communities because of my gender/identity"

3. ‘I worry about joining (online/offline) gaming communities because of my appearance/
presentation.

4. 'l feel supported by the other members in my (online/offline) gaming communities.

5. 'l feel easily “singled out” in (online/offline) gaming communities.

Cronbach’s a on these scales were 0.77 and 0.79 for the online and offline questions respectively,
suggesting reasonable reliability.

2.3.3. Harassment experiences
Options for harassment type and avoidance actions were generated based on the literature and informal
discussions with women and TGD gamers regarding their experiences of harassment.

2.3.3.1. Frequency. Frequency of worrying about and experiencing gender-related harassment was
measured using a 5-point Likert scale from ‘Never’ (1), ‘Sometimes’ (2), ‘About half the time’ (3), ‘Most of
the time’ (4), to ‘Always’ (5).
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2.3.3.2. Harassment type. Participants indicated if they had experienced any of the following types of
harassment while playing video games or interacting in gaming communities: negative comments
regarding their identity, abusive language, simping (i.e. excessive positive comments), unwanted advances,
sexual comments, threats, or targeted interference. Participants could describe other types of harassment
using a free-form text box.

2.3.3.3. Avoidance actions. Participants indicated if they had taken any of the following types of
avoidance actions when playing video games or interacting in gaming communities to avoid the gender-
related harassment: use a gender-neutral user name, not revealing their identity, avoiding using voice
chat unless with friends, avoid using voice chat at all, avoid playing with strangers, be more aggressive
in response to negative comments, avoid interacting with online communities, avoid social activities, or
avoid competitive activities. Participants could describe other types of actions using a free-form text box.

2.3.4. Perception of women and LGBTQIA+ gaming communities

Perceptions of gaming communities specifically created for women and LGBTQIA+ gamers were mea-
sured using the five questions. Participants were asked their agreement with five statements for each
type of community using a five-point Likert scale from ‘Strongly disagree’ (1) to ‘Strongly agree’ (5). The
five statements were:

‘| think these communities are a good thing'

‘| feel/would feel more welcome in these communities’

‘I am less/would feel less worried about negative comments and harassment in these communities.
‘| feel/would feel more willing to engage in social activities in these communities’

‘| feel/would feel more willing to engage in competitive activities in these communities.

s whN =

The scores for each question were summed to create a total score for marginalized community per-
ception with a higher score indicating a more positive perception. Cronbach’s a for this scale was 0.92,
suggesting good reliability.

2.3.5. Gaming imposter syndrome scale (GISS)

An adapted version of Clance Imposter Phenomenon Scale (1986) was used to measure the experiences
of imposter syndrome in gaming contexts (see this project’s OSF page for the adapted version: https://
osf.io/4abkr/). The scale was adapted with permission by amending the instructions to specify the par-
ticipants to reflect on gaming abilities and the wording of individual items to be gaming specific, such
as adapting the statement ‘When I've succeeded at something and received recognition for my accomplish-
ments, | have doubts that | can keep repeating that success’ to ‘When I've succeeded at something and received
recognition for my in-game accomplishments, | have doubts that | can keep repeating that success. The
20-item scale was measured using a five-point Likert scale from 1 (‘Not at all true’) to 5 (‘Very true’).
Cronbach’s a for this scale was 0.94, suggesting that the adaptation resulted in a reliable measure.

2.3.6. Depression, anxiety, and stress

Depression, anxiety, and stress were measured using the short form of the Depression, Anxiety, and
Stress-21 (DASS-21) scale by Lovibond and Lovibond (1995). The 21-item scale was measured using a
four-point Likert scale from ‘Did not apply to me at all’ (0) to ‘Applied to me very much or most of the
time’' (4). Scores were summed across each subscale and doubled to provide individual measures of
depression, anxiety, and stress, respectively. Cronbach’s a for the subscale were 0.93 for depression, 0.86
for anxiety, and 0.89 for stress, suggesting good reliability.

2.4. Procedure

Participants who accessed the survey were presented with an information sheet, after which they could
provide informed consent and proceed to the survey. Participants provided demographics information.
After this, they were asked whether they identify as a gamer. Participants who answered yes proceeded
to the remaining parts of the survey. Participants then provided information about their gaming habits
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followed by questions about their gaming community experiences. If the participant identified as women
or TGD (non-binary, agender/genderfluid, other, transgender), they were then presented with questions
about gendered harassment experiences and perceptions of women and LGBTQIA+ gaming communi-
ties. Participants who identified as men and cisgender did not see these questions. This was followed by
gaming imposter syndrome questions and the DASS-21, which all participants were shown. After this,
participants were shown debrief information. For participants who were not recruited via Prolific or the
University of Nottingham's research participation scheme, they had the option of choosing to enter the
prize draw. Participants who were interested in participating in the prize draw were linked to another
survey, in which they provided their email address.

3. Results
3.1. Gaming engagement

Participants in this study had on average played video games for 14.48years (SD=7.62) and spent
10.34hours (SD=10.38) hours playing video games per week. Breakdown of gamer type (novice, casual,
enthusiast, hardcore, professional) can be seen below in Table 2. A one-way ANOVA revealed no significant
differences in hours played per week between each gender identity (F(2, 486) = 1.38, p=0.252, np? = 0.006).

The most popular competitive game genre was FPS games, with a full breakdown of genres of com-
petitive games played listed below in Table 3.

3.2. Gaming community worries

3.2.1. Online communities

A one-way ANOVA explored differences between gender and online gaming community worries. The
analysis identified a significant effect of gender (F(2, 486) = 56.25, p < 0.001, np? = 0.188), which post-hoc
tests using Holm-Bonferroni corrections revealed was driven by both women (p < 0.001, d=0.80) and GD
individuals (p < 0.001, d=1.23) reporting significantly more worries than men, with other-identifying
gamers also reporting more worries than women (p=0.003, d=0.43). Transgender participants also
reported more online gaming community worries (M=14.99, SD=4.69) than cisgender participants
(M=12.10, SD=4.49), t(487) = 5.09, p<0.001.

3.2.2. Offline communities
As with online gaming community worries, a significant main effect of gender was found for offline
gaming community worries (F(2, 486) = 35.85, p < 0.001, np? = 0.129), and that this effect was driven by

Table 2. Distribution of different types of self-identifying gamer type and mean hours
played per week by gender.

Man Woman Non-binary and other
Novice 1 (0.42%) 9 (5.00%) 1 (1.47%)
Casual 57 (23.85%) 94 (52.22%) 16 (23.53%)
Enthusiast 144 (60.25%) 61 (33.89%) 38 (55.88%)
Hardcore 36 (15.06%) 16 (8.89%) 13 (19.12%)
Professional 1 (0.42%) 0 (0.00%) 0 (0.00%)
Hours played per week 1.1 9.42 10.10

Table 3. Distribution of different competitive game genres played by gender.

Man Woman Non-binary and other Total
FPS 180 118 47 345
MOBA 105 39 21 165
Fighting 57 40 16 113
Racing 43 47 13 103
RTS 23 17 8 48
Sports 82 52 8 142
Third person shooter 92 35 21 148
Card games 38 31 17 86

Other 20 14 9 43
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both women (p < 0.001, d=0.55) and non-binary and other individuals (p < 0.001, d=1.07) reporting
significantly more worries than men, with other-identifying gamers also reporting more worries than
women (p < 0.001, d=0.52). Again, transgender participants reported more offline gaming community
worries (M=15.32, SD=4.74) than cisgender participants (M=11.60, SD=4.15), t(487) = 6.98, p<0.001.

3.3. Gaming imposter syndrome

A one-way ANOVA found a significant effect of gender on gaming imposter syndrome (F(2, 487) = 6.66,
p = 0.001, np? = 0.027), with women (p = 0.003 d=0.33) and non-binary individuals (p = 0.017, d=0.33)
reporting significantly more gaming imposter syndrome than men. Transgender participants reported
significantly more gaming imposter syndrome (M=58.01, SD=17.77) than cisgender participants
(M=53.58, SD=16.20), t(488) = 2.15, p=0.032.

3.4. Depression, anxiety, and stress

Three two-way between-subjects ANOVAs were conducted to investigate differences between genders
(men, women, non-binary and other), transgender identity (cisgender, transgender), and depression, anx-
iety, and stress scores, respectively. Descriptives for these can be found below in Table 4.

3.4.1. Depression

As normality assumptions were violated for depression scores (Box’s M, Levene’s), a Kruskal-Wallis H test
was conducted to explore effects of gender on depression, and a Mann-Whitney U test to explore dif-
ferences between transgender and cisgender participants. The analysis identified a significant main effect
of gender on depression scores (x3(2, N=490) = 31.71, p <0.001), with post-hoc test using Holm-Bonferroni
corrections showing that this was driven by GD gamers reporting more depression than men (p<0.001)
and women (p <0.007), with no significant difference between women and men (p=0.053). The Mann-
Whitney U test revealed that transgender participants reported more depression than cisgender partici-
pants (U=21068.00, p<0.001).

3.4.2. Anxiety

As normality assumptions were also violated for anxiety scores (Box's M, Levene’s), nonparametric tests were
again used. As with depression, there was a significant effect of gender on anxiety scores (x*(2, N=490) =
25.97, p <0.001), driven by women (p<0.001) and GD gamers (p<0.001) reporting more anxiety than men.
Transgender participants reported greater anxiety than cisgender participants (U=18969.50, p=0.002).

3.4.3. Stress

As with depression and anxiety, nonparametric tests were used to explore effects of gender and transgen-
der identity on stress scores. The analysis demonstrated a significant main effect of gender (x?(2, N=490)
= 32.52, p <0.001), driven by women (p<0.001) and GD (p<0.001) reporting more stress than men, and
GD individuals reporting more stress than women (p=0.031). As with the other mental health measures,
transgender participants reported more stress than cisgender participants (U=18823.00, p=0.004).

Table 4. Means and standard deviations for depression, anxiety, and stress scores separated by gender.

Man Woman Non-binary and other

M SD M SD M SD
Cisgender
Depression 10.38 11.24 11.50 10.61 21.00 14.07
Anxiety 6.76 7.70 10.82 9.80 13.64 10.18
Stress 891 7.79 12.85 9.10 17.50 10.34
Transgender
Depression 17.38 13.95 18.11 9.46 19.75 1241
Anxiety 13.63 9.13 10.53 6.73 12.05 10.67

Stress 15.50 7.79 12.00 8.22 15.40 10.19
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3.5. Harassment

Harassment-related questions were only presented to transgender, women, and GD individuals (N=266).
Out of these, only 34 participants reported having experienced no harassment with the remaining 231
reported having experienced harassment, and one non-response. A breakdown of the types of harassment
experiences is provided below in Table 5, showing that negative comments about the gamer’s gender,
abusive language, and sexual comments were the most frequently experienced forms of harassment.

Two chi-squared analyses were conducted to investigate if gender (women, non-binary, and other
identifying) or transgender identity (transgender, cisgender) had an effect of the likelihood of experienc-
ing harassment. No significant differences were found (p>0.05).

The type of actions taken to avoid harassment were also explored and a breakdown of these can be
found below in Table 6, showing that the most common avoidance actions were only using voice chat
with friends, hide one’s gender from other players, and using a gender-neutral username.

Following this, five independent t-tests were conducted to explore whether experienced of previous
harassment affected gaming communities worries or mental health. The analyses showed that women
and TGD gamers who had previously experienced harassment reported significantly more worries about
engaging in both online ({(262) = 5.27, p<0.001) and offline (t(262) = 4.43, p<0.001) communities
(M=15.00, SD=4.52 and M=14.14, SD=4.48, respectively) than those who had not experienced harass-
ment (M=10.68, SD=4.05 and M=10.53, SD=4.09, respectively).

Similarly, women and TGD gamers who had experienced harassment reported significantly more anx-
iety (t(263) = 2.33, p=0.021), stress (t(263) = 2.88, p=0.004), and gaming imposter syndrome (t(263) =
6.21, p<0.001) than those who had not experienced harassment.

Finally, as normality assumptions were violated for depression scores, a Mann-Whitney U test was
conducted, which again showed that participants who had experienced harassment reported signifi-
cantly more depression than participants who had not experienced harassment (U=2672.00, p=0.003).

3.6. Women and TGD gaming communities

Women and TGD gamers reported positive perceptions of women- and LGBTQIA+ specific gaming com-
munities (M=20.75, SD = 4.22). To explore whether gender or transgender identity affected perceptions

Table 5. Table showing the forms of harassment experi-
enced by women and TGD participants.

Form of harassment Frequency
Abusive language 176
Negative comments about gender 166
Sexual comments 126
Targeted interfering (griefing or trolling) 109
Unwanted romantic or sexual advances 103
Excessive complimenting (simping) 69
Threats 59
None 34
Other 21

Table 6. Table showing the frequency of avoidance actions
employed by women and TGD gamers.

Avoidance action Frequency
Only use voice chat with friends 166
Hide gender from other players 157
Non-gendered username 137
Avoid online communities 122
Avoid playing with strangers 929
Avoid using voice chat at all 77
Avoid social activities 68
Avoid competitive activities 68
Retaliatory aggression 52

Other 8
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of these communities, measured in the total score, a two-way ANOVA was conducted. No significant
effects of gender (F(2, 260) = 2.22, p =0.111,), transgender identity (F(1, 260) = 0.63, p =0.427), or inter-
action between factors (F(1, 260) = 0.05, p =0.826) were found, suggesting that women and TGD games
all had positive perceptions of such gaming communities.

4. Discussion
4.1. Overview of key findings

The study demonstrated that in line with Hypotheses 1 and 2, men gamers were significantly less wor-
ried about engaging in both online and offline gaming communities than women, non-binary, and
other-identifying gamers, with transgender gamers reporting more worries than their cisgender counter-
parts. In support of Hypotheses 3 and 4, women and gender-diverse gamers reported significantly more
imposter syndrome, stress, and anxiety scores than men, with TGD gamers also reporting significantly
higher depression scores than cisgender men and women. Transgender gamers, specifically, reported
higher depression, anxiety, stress, and imposter syndrome scores than cisgender participants.

Supporting Hypothesis 5, most women and TGD gamers reported experiencing harassment. These
experiences were associated with more worries about participating in both online and offline gaming
communities, as well as more anxiety, depression, stress, and gaming imposter syndrome. Women
reported more gaming imposter syndrome than other genders, and transgender gamers reported more
gaming imposter syndrome than cisgender gamers. Many women and TGD gamers engaged in avoid-
ance behaviours and expressed positive perceptions of communities for women and LGBTQIA+ gamers,
highlighting the perceived value of such spaces.

4.2. Harassment in gaming, gaming imposter syndrome, and mental health

Most women and TGD participants reported having experienced harassment, with the most common types
being negative comments about gender, abusive language, and sexual comments. Notably, the prevalence
of harassment did not differ between gender identities in this group, which highlights its pervasiveness.
This aligns with the previous literature, most qualitative in nature, depicting persistent, widespread harass-
ment of women and TGD gamers (Crothers et al, 2024; Darvin et al, 2020; McLean & Griffiths, 2019;
Ruvalcaba et al.,, 2018; Tang & Fox, 2016; Trudgett-Klose & McLinton, 2024; Vergel et al., 2024).

The pervasiveness of harassment could suggest that online space enables uninhibited expression of discrim-
inatory attitudes (Kordyaka et al., 2020; Lapidot-Lefler & Barak, 2012; Liu & Agur, 2023). However, the specific
targeting using abusive language and sexual comments reflects deeper mechanisms of stereotype threat
beyond ‘general’ toxicity, which can impact confidence and belonging (Fox & Tang, 2014; 2016). The intersec-
tion of anonymity and culturally mediated gender stereotypes creates conditions where harassment becomes
easily perpetuated. In turn, this environment becomes both a reflection and reinforcement of hegemonic mas-
culine norms prevalent in gaming spaces (Rogstad, 2022), which can further alienate women and TGD gamers.
This inevitably shapes how marginalized players navigate and engage with competitive gaming.

Notably, many TGD gamers reported avoiding communities as well as social and competitive activities
in response to harassment. For example, many participants reported avoiding playing with strangers to
avoid harassment, which could impact the competitive development due to the nature of online match-
making systems, with potential long-term impact on the talent pipeline. The psychological impact of this
harassment and exclusion is significant. Individuals reporting impacts that go beyond immediate emo-
tional responses such as stopping playing competitively or playing altogether.

4.3. Imposter syndrome and mental health

The elevated levels of Impostor Syndrome, stress, anxiety, and depression scores among women and TGD
gamers reflect not just individual vulnerabilities but cumulative impact of systematic exclusion from com-
petitive gaming culture. Viewing this through the minority stress model (Meyer, 2003), this persistent
exposure to stigma, discrimination, and the need for identity concealment can lead to psychological
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distress and force women and TGD gamers into the patterns of hyper-vigilance and self-monitoring
(Cote, 2017). This strain on emotional resources not only undermines self-confidence but contributes to
chronic anxiety and depressive symptoms, a feedback loop further impacted by imposter syndrome
(Cote, 2017; McLean & Griffiths, 2019).

This internalized doubt is further compounded by the small proportion of professional women and
TGD gamers in esports and, with research suggesting that the presence of successful same-gender role
models in professional sports is crucial (Midgley et al, 2021), the resulting gender disparity in young
esports athletes is not surprising (Overa et al., 2024). With few role models available, this can reinforce
beliefs of inferiority, as seen in the elevated feelings of imposter syndrome in this study, which can exac-
erbate isolation, inadequacy, and low mood (McLean & Griffiths, 2019). These psychological effects can
intensify when external validation is scarce, and skill and legitimacy are constantly questioned due to
one’s gender (Darvin et al., 2020). The added pressure of being seen as representative of an entire group,
rather than as an individual player, may amplify both imposter syndrome and emotional distress (Looy
et al,, 2017; Vella et al,, 2020). Taken together, these findings suggest impostor syndrome and poor men-
tal health among women and TGD gamers are deeply entangled with social context, cultural norms, and
systematic exclusion in competitive gaming.

4.4. Coping mechanisms and avoidance strategies

In response to these negative experiences, many women and TGD gamers use avoidance strategies. The
most common strategies involved restricting in-game voice chat to friends only and deliberately hiding
their gender while playing. These coping behaviours echo that of previous literature (Cote, 2017; Crothers
et al., 2024; Madden et al., 2021; McLean & Griffiths, 2019).

However, these avoidance strategies are compensatory and reflect an adaptive response to a hostile
environment without tackling the root cause. While these coping strategies are common across women
and TGD gamers, transgender gamers often face a distinct sort of challenges that warrant deeper consid-
eration. Future research could explore the impact of various avoidance strategies and their long-term
effects on competitive development, which may offer insights into gender disparity in professional esports.

4.5. Transgender-specific experiences in competitive gaming

Transgender gamers face even more pronounced challenges. While both women and TGD gamers
reported greater worries about participating in gaming communities than cisgender men, transgender
gamers reported the most worries. They also reported more depression, anxiety, stress, and gaming
imposter syndrome scores than cisgender participants. This pattern is consistent with literature showing
TGD individuals face higher risk for poor mental health due to identity related stresses (e.g. discrimina-
tion, harassment, social stigma; Valentine & Shipherd, 2018).

Research specifically on transgender gamers is scarce, but studies suggest that LGBTQIA+ gamers are
often targets of toxicity and harassment (Close, 2024; Cote et al, 2023; Gillin & Signorella, 2024), which
aligns with the present study’s findings. Previous research has also established a link between sexist beliefs
and transphobia (Nagoshi et al.,, 2008; Scandurra et al., 2017), making it unsurprising that an environment
dominated by sexism (such as competitive gaming) is also hostile toward transgender gamers. These obser-
vations emphasize the need for developing more inclusive spaces specifically for transgender gamers.

Future research could explore the role of TGD-inclusive communities and competitive environments,
or how assistive technology (e.g. virtual avatars, voice changers) influence TGD gamers’ participation in
competitive gaming.

4.6. The role of identity-specific communities

The present paper investigated women and TGD gamers’ perceptions of communities specifically for
these groups. Participants generally viewed these communities positively, indicating they would feel
more comfortable engaging both socially and competitively within them. These findings were consistent
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across cisgender women and TGD gamers, highlighting how identity-specific communities can have a
protective role (Kaye Pennington, 2016) and offer emotional support, validation, and community which
may otherwise be lacking. Encouragingly, participation in these communities may mitigate the psycho-
logical effects of harassment and exclusion (Zhang et al., 2023). This also situates competitive gaming
spaces as places of connection, and both raising awareness for TGD gamers and affirm their identities
(Manzano-Ledn et al., 2024) within an inclusive environment.

These communities could also foster a sense of belonging that can counteract imposter syndrome. In
identity-specific spaces, members are more likely to receive recognition and affirmation for their gaming
skills, share coping strategies, and challenge internal doubts (Zhang et al., 2023). This collective identity
and validation may rebuild confidence and promote continued engagement (Vella et al.,, 2020) and sup-
port participation until wider gaming culture becomes more inclusive (Sachan et al.,, 2025). Game devel-
opers and community managers could thus potentially benefit from focusing on developing these
communities to improve engagement from women and TGD gamers.

4.7. Developer and industry perspective

While findings from this study highlight the prevalence of harassment, it is important to place these expe-
riences in a wider industrial perspective. Current moderation often focuses on retroactive reporting rather
than proactive prevention, with punishments including things such as warnings, temporary bans, or per-
manent bans, and is in many cases both inefficient and ineffective (Kocielnik et al., 2024) or used incor-
rectly by players (Kou & Gui, 2021). Furthermore, the lack of standardized tools and enforcement means
that women and TGD gamers are often left to navigate hostile gaming environments with minimal struc-
tural protection or support beyond in-game options such as muting or reporting a harasser (Reid et al.,
2022). Even after reporting a case using, victims often feel disconnected from the process, where often
they are not informed of the outcome of their report, particularly as the reporting process does nothing
to help victims heal from the emotional impact of experiencing toxicity and harassment (Xiao et al., 2023).

As reported by Fox and Tang (2016), high levels of experienced and observed sexual harassment are
linked to viewing gaming companies more negatively in terms of investigating reports of sexual harass-
ment and punishing harassers. This suggests that the impact of failing to facilitate environments free of
harassment also negatively impacts how the gaming companies are perceived by their player base.

While some are considering Al moderation in multiplayer games to combat toxic behaviours, these
solutions come with their own limitations and pitfalls (Sparrow et al., 2024). To make a meaningful
impact of reducing gendered toxicity in competitive gaming spaces, developers and the esports industry
must work together to address the issue.

4.8. Strengths and limitations of the study

Participants were recruited primarily via online platforms and were advertised in online gaming commu-
nities, including communities specifically for competitive women and TGD gamers. While this may have
introduced sampling bias, this may also have provided more authentic insight into these specific popu-
lations’ competitive experiences.

The study identified clear links between experiences of harassment and poorer mental health. It is
possible that these findings are influenced by pre-existing mental health difficulties in the sample.
Similarly, as TGD individuals are more likely to experience mental health difficulties (Valentine & Shipherd,
2018), results may reflect general population trends rather than effects unique to competitive gaming.
Nonetheless, the study’s capacity to capture these patterns within the context of gaming highlights its
contribution to understanding how marginalized identities intersect with gaming.

Furthermore, the present study did not capture the experiences of sexual minority gamers, who face
unique challenges relating to their identity (Brenner-Levoy, 2023; Close, 2024; Friman et al., 2024; Gillin &
Signorella, 2024). This may be particularly relevant as gamers may experience harassment due to perceived
sexual orientation (e.g. being identified as having a ‘gay voice’) (Brenner-Levoy, 2023). Finally, while the
current study was broadly advertised, as information about participants’ country of residence, nationality,
or ethnicity was not reported in this study, the findings may not be universally applicable across cultures.
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4.9. Conclusion

The present article has provided novel, quantitative insights into the experiences of women and TGD
gamers within competitive gaming spaces. The findings highlight the persistence of gender-related
harassment and its negative impacts on mental health across multiple dimensions. The present article
also used the first adaptation of an existing imposter phenomenon scale to measure gaming imposter
syndrome, with results demonstrating the reliability of the adapted scale. Notably, despite no significant
differences in hours played per week between genders, women and TGD gamers reported greater feel-
ings of gaming imposter syndrome than cisgender men. The findings also underscore the vulnerability
of transgender gamers, who reported poorer mental health compared to their cisgender counterparts.

The pervasiveness of harassment and avoidance behaviours highlight the need for changes within
competitive gaming spaces. While women and TGD gamers reported using adaptive strategies to miti-
gate harassment, these are not long-term solutions. The challenge in overcoming the gender-related
harassment, particularly as there is no traditional separation based on gender or age in matchmaking,
requires improving the experiences and retention of women and TGD gamers. The positive perceptions
of women- and LGBTQIA+ specific gaming communities reported in this study suggest that such spaces
may serve as crucial support networks while broader cultural shifts take place. Future research should
explore targeted interventions, inclusive community-building initiatives, and structural changes within
esports, to ensure that gaming spaces become environments where all players, regardless of gender
identity, can thrive and participate without fear of harassment.
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