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The lesbian kiss was an accident. In 1999, the crowd at Electronic Entertainment Expo (E3) was 
floored by a prototype of The Sims. At the conference, game developers for The Sims 
demonstrated the diverse ways a player could replicate real-life social situations through their 
avatar. Patrick Barrett, a gay man, trained the AI that allowed same-sex relationships in The 
Sims. But Barrett was working with old code. He wasn’t aware that, at the time, his team had 
decided to limit the game’s romance to heterosexual interactions. So when the expo simulation 
showed two women getting married, it forecasted sexual liberation that wasn’t yet possible 
within other E3 games or even in the entire United States.  
 
Role-play and simulation games have had pronounced positive psychological effects on many 
people in the gaming community. Due to the Proteus Effect, gamers may alter their own 
behavior to match their in-game characters. According to Jamie Madigan of The Psychology of 
Video Games, players tend to make avatars that embody the traits they idealize in themselves. 
In other words, if a shy person wishes she was more outgoing, she may play as a gregarious, 
adventure-loving character. In a game, players can imagine their best selves. Over time, players 
often find themselves adopting some of their avatar’s qualities into their own lives.  
 
These psychological benefits are particularly important for LGBTQ+ folks. Many queer and tans 
players can make their sexual orientation or gender presentation come to life in a video game. 
Andrea Medina, a Ph.D. student studying English literature and game theory, explains that 
games can help LGBTQ+ players feel accepted as they are -- even if they don’t feel accepted in 
the real world. She states, “It matters when video games have a diverse range of [customizable] 
avatar options because players are diverse.” When LGBTQ+ players can choose their own body 
types, styles, relationships, and characteristics, they can explore themes of gender expression 
and sexuality. Considering that being in the closet can increase feelings of depression and that 
at least 50% of LGBTQ+ people remain in the closet at work, inclusive video games provide a 
much-needed sense of self-expression and relief.  
 
For LGBT players like Kaehla Michele Bryant, simulation games like The Sims provide valuable 
freedom of expression in a virtual environment that can be safer or more welcoming than their 
real world. The Sims was the first video game that helped Kaehla begin to explore sexual 
orientation: “As I played, I realized everything I was questioning about myself could be played 
out as ‘hypotheticals.’ I was able to make a character that had a girlfriend, which was something 
I never thought possible in real life.”  
 
Video games also helped Steven Arnold take center stage as an LGBTQ+ person. “I was often 
‘othered because of my queerness growing up, so I never really felt like the main character. And 
because I’ve never fit the stereotype of masculinity, I often felt weaker than other guys my age 
growing up. Video games let me feel like I was in the spotlight.” Arnold appreciates the ability to 
“choose from features like makeup and other accessories, independent of if you choose a 
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‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ avatar. It’s given me the freedom to really play with gender 
presentation.”  
 
Since The Sims broke ground with their lesbian kiss fluke nearly thirty years ago, numerous 
other games have embraced LGBT-friendly avatars and storylines. One such game that makes 
space for queer characters is Gone Home. Medina explains that in Gone Home, “you’re slowly 
peeling back layers to uncover a very personal and relatable story of a young woman who is 
trying to find her way in the world, feelings that most youths experience. And she also happens 
to be queer.”  
 
Like Kaehla and Steven, many LGBT gamers can find validation and acceptance through the 
characters and plotlines on their screens. Elise Felt was surprised that Life of Strange features 
homosexual and heterosexual relationships. “These relationships really drew me into this game 
and made me feel ‘normal’ for the first time as a young girl who was also in a relationship with 
someone of the same gender. Getting to play characters who are like me has definitely aided 
me in figuring out who I am.”  
 
This representation can save lives. When LGBT people like Elise find positive role models in 
media outlets, such as in video games, they report better health outcomes and lower rates of 
suicidal ideation.  
 
As many queer gamers and allies will recognize, diversity remains an ongoing challenge in the 
video game industry. Jack Warren, a Ph.D. game theory student and co-organizer of the Queer 
Research Network Manchester, says, “While we are experiencing some great LGBTQ+ 
representation in games, like in other forms of mass media, queerness is often excluded or 
hinted at, rather than integrated within games.”  
 
But researchers and gamers alike are hopeful about the trajectory of LGBT representation in 
video games. Players have noted progress in The Sims, Stawdew Valley, Animal Crossing, and 
more games that allow same-sex romance and diverse avatars. Social media groups including 
Gaymer and LGBTQ+ Gamers United draw thousands of members who bond over their favorite 
games and their identities. These platforms are one way that LGBTQ+ people can work together 
to imagine how they would improve their favorite games.  
 
And, fortunately, gaming companies are starting to listen to these suggestions.  
 
When asked what video game developers should consider when designing more inclusive 
content, Warren recommends that creators “Listen to the experience of LGBTQ+ people… Or, 
even better, hire LGBTQ+ [individuals] to design and create these stories.” Additionally, since 1 
in 3 LGBT gamers experience harassment while playing multiplayer games, companies could 
implement more straightforward hate speech reporting policies. Melissa Loots says that 
“Different or customizable pronouns for a dialogue box, gender-neutral outfits or hairstyles, and 
different relationship arcs in a narrative are just a few things that could make a game inclusive in 
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a small but meaningful way.” Taken together, these small changes can make a big impact on 
LGBTQ+ players.  
 
Like with the lesbian kiss that rocked E3 in 1999, video games can create a world where people 
can be themselves outside of the restrictions of marriage laws or discrimination. Fortunately, the 
queer relationships and gender diversity in today’s games aren’t so accidental. Inclusive virtual 
worlds can make many LGBTQ+ gamers feel seen for the first time. And for these people who 
can safely explore and celebrate their identities in a virtual space, video games make the future 
seem like a brighter place.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 


