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Abstract 
A constant flow of reporting documents the lack of 
women and other underrepresented groups in high 
tech. In response, companies are working to fill the 
hiring pipeline. But beyond filling the pipeline, statistics 
show women leave technology fields in mid-career 50% 
more often than men. Recent research on retention and 
work-life issues reveals key factors in women’s success, 
which supports interventions that are being developed. 

The games for good movement tackles social problems 
and offers a potentially engaging intervention 
approach. Working with the research data on the lives 
and success factors of women in technology companies, 
the organizers and a group of students are building a 
set of games to raise awareness and change behavior 
in a fun way.  

SIG attendees will be able to respond to these game 
concepts, “play” selected games with mock-ups and 
provide feedback, and contribute ideas of how gaming 
can be used to support diversity.  
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The Problem: Diversity in High Tech 
As widely reported in the news media and many 
studies, the lack of workforce diversity in high tech is a 
significant, ongoing problem. Companies are taking 
steps to address the issue by doing things like creating 
executive-level positions for Diversity and Inclusion and 
making significant financial commitments to attract and 
hire women into their organizations [1]. Despite these 
initiatives, self-reporting by major tech companies 
shows minimal progress [2]. One reason is that women 
leave mid-career at a much greater rate than mena 
consistent finding from the Anita Borg Institute [3]. 

Recognizing the lack of deep research into women’s 
work experiences and to begin addressing the issue of 
retention, Karen Holtzblatt, widely known for inventing 
Contextual Design and working with product teams 
world-wide, launched The Women in Tech (WIT) 
Retention Project [4].  

The research examines the lives of successful women in 
high tech across all key roles in a product team 
between ages late 20s to 50s. Looking for success 
factors, the inquiry focuses on daily work experience, 
including teamwork, meetings, management 
interactions, support, promotions, self-esteem, and 
interpersonal dynamics. Coupled with a survey taken 
by several hundred respondents to test and validate the 
factors, a framework emerged for understanding the 

challenges of high tech women and to focus 
interventions to foster success. The factors include: 

 A dynamic, valuing team they feel connected to, 

 Stimulating, impactful work produced with the 
team, 

 “The Push” to new challenges with support to 
succeed in them, 

 Local role models living a desirable work and home 
life, 

 Nonjudgmental flexibility to deal with balancing 
home and work commitments, and 

 Personal power, the ability to overcome negative 
self-talk and present professionally. 

This action framework and the associated data are now 
being used to guide the development of interventions, 
in this case a preliminary set of WIT-y Games for Good.  

Delivering Interventions: Games for Good 
For some years academia has been developing 
scholarship and programs to teach game design. 
Recently both industry and academia have become 
increasingly interested in developing games that 
address social issues: “games for good”. For example, 
Life is Strange is a five part episodic game that allows 
the player to rewind time and affect the past, present 
and future [5]. 

Games for good are part of an overall movement to use 
game techniques to teach and address social issues [6, 
7]. Games for good can be applied to many problems, 
as evidenced by their adoption by health and education 
businesses, as well as social activists involved with 
issues like urban planning, political violence, and sex 
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trafficking [8]. In the area of women and career 
advancement, a team from SAP has created a career 
exploration game based on the Snakes and Ladders 
board game [9]. 

Games are now used by a large percentage of the 
population. For example, the most recent study from 
Entertainment Software Association said that 60% of 
Americans play games and 31% of that group is women 
age 18 or older. The total audience for mobile social 
games is split 59% male and 41% female with an even 
50-50 split between women under and over age 35. Of 
all game players, 48% play social games [10]. 

Games are especially used to alleviate boredom when 
waiting or taking breaks and they are another way to 
have fun with friends. Board games are currently now a 
rage with young professionals for game night [11]. 
Millennials and professionals under age 38 (the first 10 
years of professional life) are those women 
professionals who are most likely to leave the industry 
or a company where they do not feel valued and 
connected. They also play games. So developing 
intervention games seems one viable approach.  

Working with University of Maryland iSchool students in 
the Master of Human-Computer Interaction and Master 
of Library and Information Science programs, three 
viable game concepts were developed that seek to 
simultaneously support awareness and behavior change 
while also being fun. Using the data and framework 
from the Women in Tech Retention Project, the 
students used a modified Contextual Design ideation 
process to develop game concepts that addressed the 
framework issues:  

1. Company Cats: Connect with local peers and 
potential mentors to meet virtually and face-to-face 
to have fun with pet cats (Team Connection and 
Local Role Models).  

2. Office Challenge: Your character must fight off 
monsters (Project and Team Challenges) and open 
doors (Personal Choices) to escape the office 
(Team Connection and Personal Power). 

3. Team Board Game: Make it through the work and 
advance your career to win with collaboration. (All 
Factors). 

The games stimulate awareness and encourage 
behavior change in a variety of ways. They provide 
scenarios that prompt players to consider a situation 
(e.g. “There a five male engineers and one female 
engineer. The female engineer is not participating in 
the meeting. What would you do?”) and choose an 
action (ask her ideas; let her be silent; round robin 
ideas). Each choice impacts their ability to advance in 
the game environment. For example, in Company Cats, 
players teach their pets tricks and share virtual pet 
experiences with other players, helping people connect 
through their pets in a fun way. This encourages 
connection between team members and helps build a 
wider network.  

The SIG will share concept boards for these games and 
participants can respond with their interest level and 
design ideas. They also play one or two of the games. 
They provide feedback, contribute to the design and 
gain awareness of the issues. Finally, participants are 
introduced to the WIT data and framework, generate 
more game ideas for consideration, and gain awareness 
to take back to their organizations. 
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