
 

TECHNOLOGY

Diversity in video games grows in 2022, but some groups lack options
 

Tuesday, January 31, 2023 9:31 AM ET 
 

By Neil Barbour and Anser Haider 
Market Intelligence

 

Kagan’s analysis of video games released by the top U.S.-focused console publishers over the past two years suggests that the industry has increased space 
for people of color, women and the LGBTQ+ community. At least one of those groups was represented as a playable character in 84% of the 38 games 
published by Activision Blizzard Inc., Electronic Arts Inc., Microsoft Corp., Nintendo Co. Ltd., Sony Group Corp. and Take-Two Interactive Software Inc. in 2022, 
up slightly from 80% of 35 games released in 2021. 

However, a deeper look at the numbers reveals that publishers could do more to accommodate members of the LGBTQ+ community, who were represented as 
playable characters in only 16% of games published in 2022. 

 

Gaming has embraced online identity as a way to sell digital goods, which has incentivized publishers to flesh out diversity options in character creation and 
selection screens. The metaverse will likely deepen the desire for participants to feel accurately represented in virtual worlds as it extends the avatar 
experiences to remote meetings and other social settings. Publishers and platform holders addressing this issue now will be better positioned as the 
metaverse's footprint grows. 

 

 

Access data in Excel format here. 

Our analysis catalogs games with initial release dates outlined in press or investor materials. It does not include re-releases on new platforms outside of where 
the game has been substantively overhauled, nor does it include games launched in test phases or other such soft launches. We assessed the games for 
diversity by playing them, watching videos of the games being played and reading reviews and news coverage. 

This analysis includes the top three U.S.-based publishers by revenue, Activision Blizzard, Electronic Arts and Take-Two, as well as the publishing arms of the 
three top console platform holders, Microsoft, Nintendo and Sony. 

We see two key trends contributing to increased inclusion in games: 
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*Multiplayer and the metaverse: Games are increasingly focused on in-game purchases of items used to customize the user's character. To that end, allowing 
a user to customize their online identity to represent a wide range of backgrounds allows for a stronger attachment to the digital goods they use to personalize 
their experiences. This tenet is also applicable to the emerging metaverse hub market, which includes experiences such as Meta Platforms Inc.'s Horizon 
Worlds. 

*Simulation accuracy: Sports and racing games are important perennials in gaming, and developers have found a way to widen the aperture of representation 
in those games over the years. For instance, Microsoft's Forza Horizon 5 allows users to customize drivers and even provides the opportunity to designate 
they/them pronouns for that avatar. Take-Two's NBA 2K now allows players to control WNBA teams, and EA's FIFA 23 includes women's national teams and 
clubs. 

In 2022, Activision Blizzard and Take-Two had the best records in terms of diversity among playable characters due to their strategic focus on character-driven 
multiplayer experiences Call of Duty and Grand Theft Auto Online. The success of those games has influenced the design philosophy of their other games. 

 

Electronic Arts is not far behind with its array of sports and racing games, such as FIFA and F1. 

Nintendo is competitive with the top performers in our analysis largely due to its multiplayer games, such as Splatoon and Nintendo Switch Sports, which 
feature robust character creation options allowing players to select from an array of physical traits, including skin color, and identity designations, such as 
gender. 

Sony and Microsoft lag their peers in terms of diversity in playable characters, which is a byproduct of their reliance on single-player games, such as God of 
War and Halo, that are often focused on white male characters. 

Of the diversity categories we covered in this analysis, women are the best represented in games published in 2022, with 27 titles offering an option to select 
or create a female character. People of color are not far behind at 25 games. 
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The LGBTQ+ community has the lowest representation in the games we analyzed at just six titles. In our analysis, we found most representations for this group 
in robust character creation screens that include options such as applying they/them pronouns, identifying as non-gendered, or offering a wide range of 
physical characteristics or clothing that would traditionally not correspond to a particular sex or gender. 

Take-Two had the most games in this category in 2022 with Marvel's Midnight Suns, OlliOlli World and The Quarry. The three other games were Electronic 
Arts' Need for Speed Unbound, Activision Blizzard's Overwatch 2 and Nintendo's Bayonetta 3. 

It's also worth noting that we could find very little in the way of playable characters with physical, sensory or cognitive disabilities among games from the top 
publishers. The industry has made headway in terms of interface devices for the disabled, such as the Xbox Adaptive Controller, but representation in the 
games themselves has a long runway. 

The potential benefits of diversity in playable characters include: 

*Consumer inclusion: Portraying a wide audience offers publishers the opportunity to grow their user bases. Though the industry has evolved over the past 
decade, it still has an image of being focused on white men and boys, as evidenced by the protagonists that dominated much of the medium's history. Our 
survey data already indicates that this image is not an accurate representation of the people who play games. In a Consumer Insights survey from the third 
quarter of 2022, 29% of survey takers reporting frequent game playing on a console or PC were non-white and 55% were women. Consistently giving users the 
option to play as people from a wide array of backgrounds gives the medium a chance to reflect its true audience. 
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*Attracting a more diverse workforce: The gaming industry's focus on straight white men as playable characters feeds the expectation that straight white men 
are the people making those games. Offering a wider array of playable characters sends the signal to potential employees that the games business is a place 
where everyone can work. A more diverse workforce grows the economy of ideas. 

Technology is a regular feature from Kagan, a media research group within S&P Global Market Intelligence's TMT offering, providing exclusive research and 
commentary. 
 

This article was published by S&P Global Market Intelligence and not by S&P Global Ratings, which is a separately managed division of S&P Global.
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