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Abstract. This doctoral colloquium proposal explores the intersections of neurodiversity, gender,
and queerness in video game design, focusing on the development of The Things Left Behind, a
narrative-driven Unity 2D game. Despite growing interest in inclusive gaming, research addressing
how these interactions shape game design and player experience remains limited. The study
addresses two primary research questions: (1) how can the lived experiences of individuals at these
intersections inform the creation of authentic video games, and (2) how do neurodiverse individuals
interpret and respond to video game music, and what design insights can be drawn from their
feedback? Employing qualitative methods, including semi-structured interviews on identity and
musical impact, this research aims to refine inclusive game design practices. Preliminary findings
suggest themes for fostering empathy, enhancing inclusivity, and representing diverse identities.
Ultimately, this project aspires to contribute to the development of video games that are both
entertaining and socially transformative.

Keywords: Video Game Design, Neurodiversity, Queerness, Inclusive Representation, Sound
Design.

1 Introduction

Video games have been increasingly recognized as powerful platforms for exploring narrative and social
commentary, providing distinct opportunities to depict and engage with marginalized communities [1-3]. These
interactive mediums combine visual, narrative, and auditory elements to foster empathy and challenge societal
norms. Within this context, the neurodiversity movement has shifted perspectives on conditions such as autism,
ADHD, and dyslexia, framing them as inherent variations in cognition rather than deficits [4—7]. Gender and
queerness, similarly, represent fluid and non-binary identities that question traditional norms of identity and
expression. Despite progress in media representation, individuals at the intersection of neurodiversity, gender, and
queerness remain largely overlooked in video game design. Their unique experiences offer both challenges and
opportunities for creating inclusive digital narratives and gameplay [7, 8]. Research on video games has
highlighted their potential to elicit empathy and amplify marginalized perspectives through dynamic, player-
driven storylines [9]. However, studies often focus on broader demographic groups or specific cognitive
conditions without addressing intersections between neurodiverse and gender-diverse identities. This study builds
on foundational work [5] by examining how game design can be informed by lived experiences at these
intersections to address this critical gap. ADHD and autism, in particular, were chosen for their prevalence among
neurodivergent gamers and the distinct sensory processing patterns they bring to gaming experiences [6, 10].

Additionally, narrative and sound design are also crucial in shaping immersive player experiences and
promoting inclusivity [10-12]. However, the specific impacts of game design elements like music and
soundscapes on neurodiverse players are underexplored and merit deeper investigation [13, 14]. This study aims
to bridge these gaps by integrating empirical data from targeted interviews that explore gender identity, queerness,
and sensory experiences related to game audio. The insights gleaned will guide the development of nuanced design
strategies that accommodate and celebrate neurodiverse needs, contributing to a more diverse and empathetic
gaming culture.
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2 Literature Review

2.1  Neurodiversity

The concept of neurodiversity has emerged as a framework advocating for the recognition of conditions like
autism, ADHD, and dyslexia as natural variations of the human brain rather than pathologies [4]. This shift
challenges the deficit model traditionally applied to neurodivergent individuals, emphasizing that societal
structures, not their differences, often create barriers [7, 15]. This perspective has gained traction in advocacy and
academic circles, offering an alternative to stigmatizing discourses while promoting cognitive diversity as a
valuable asset [16]. Recent research underscores the importance of inclusive design in media, particularly video
games, to authentically reflect neurodivergent experiences. Games have the potential to foster empathy and
challenge stereotypes by providing representation that acknowledges and celebrates cognitive diversity [17].
Parishani et al. [5] explored the co-design of video games, emphasizing participatory approaches to ensure that
neurodivergent voices shape narratives and gameplay, addressing unique sensory and cognitive needs.

Despite progress, gaps remain in representing neurodivergent individuals in media, particularly in video games.
Meinen [8] notes that portrayals of conditions like ADHD and dyslexia are often absent or oversimplified, with
greater emphasis placed on autism. This selective visibility highlights the need for broader, more nuanced
representations of neurodiversity. Additionally, the sensory sensitivities experienced by neurodivergent
individuals, such as heightened auditory responses, necessitate thoughtful game design. Research by Ng and
Nesbitt [12] suggests that tailored music and soundscapes can enhance accessibility and engagement, providing
an opportunity to create more inclusive environments. Addressing these gaps requires intentional efforts to
develop video games that authentically represent the diversity of neurodivergent experiences.

2.2  Gender-Diverse Individuals and Queerness

Gender diversity and queerness challenge the binary frameworks of gender and sexuality that dominate much of
society. With gender identity increasingly understood as fluid and non-conforming, research highlights how video
games can serve as platforms for self-expression and identity exploration for queer and gender-diverse individuals
[2, 18]. As interactive and immersive mediums, video games uniquely allow players to experiment with identities
and narratives, reflecting the lived experiences of these communities. Despite this potential, the depiction of queer
and gender-diverse individuals in gaming remains limited and often conforms to stereotypical representations [3].
Haines [10] critiques mainstream game design for its reliance on reductive portrayals of gender and sexual
minorities, which reinforce harmful norms. While queer content is becoming more visible, it frequently lacks
depth, reducing queer characters to token roles or side narratives that fail to meaningfully engage with their
identities [2].

Gender-diverse individuals, including non-binary and genderqueer players, face additional challenges in seeing
their identities authentically reflected in games. Character customization features, while increasingly popular,
often fail to accommodate non-binary or gender-fluid experiences, alienating players and limiting their
engagement with narratives and communities [19]. Progress, however, is being made. Recent initiatives actively
incorporate queer and gender-diverse voices in game design, such as co-design methods used in Parishani et al.’s
[5] The Things Left Behind, which empower these communities to shape narratives and gameplay. These
participatory approaches integrate authentic experiences, fostering empathy from other players. Additionally,
DePass [1] advocates for using diversity consultants in game development to ensure nuanced and stereotype-free
representation of gender and queerness.

2.3  Intersectionality of Neurodiversity and Queerness

Intersectionality, conceptualized by Crenshaw [20], examines the interplay of social identities and power
dynamics that impact marginalized groups [4]. This framework is critical for understanding how intersecting
identities like disability, race, gender, and sexuality shape individual experiences and societal interactions. The
neurodiversity movement, advocating for the acceptance of conditions like autism, ADHD, and dyslexia as natural
variations of the human condition, aligns with these principles [7, 15, 21]. Despite advancements in advocacy,
neurodiverse individuals, particularly those who identify with other marginalized groups, face significant
challenges [4, 6, 7]. Barnett [6] introduces the term neuroqueer, fusing neurodiversity with queer identities to
challenge societal norms and emphasize the importance of authentic and inclusive portrayals in media, including
video game design. Such portrayals can foster broader societal understanding and inclusion.

The representation of neurodiverse characters in media has evolved, depicting them in more empathetic roles
across platforms such as films and video games [16, 17]. However, this progress often centers on autism,
overlooking other conditions like ADHD and dyslexia, which remain underrepresented or stereotyped [5, 8]. This



gap highlights the need for broader media engagement that more accurately reflects the diversity within
neurodiverse communities. Moreover, the intersection of neurodiversity with gender and queerness adds
complexity to these portrayals. Research, such as Dias et al.'s [9] study on the video game Neurotype Cafe,
demonstrates how games can provide insights into the realities of individuals at these intersections, fostering
empathy and understanding. However, portrayals of intersectional identities within the neurodiverse community
remain limited. Future media must move beyond predominant neurodiverse conditions and incorporate the varied
experiences of individuals with overlapping identities, promoting genuine inclusivity and equity [22].

2.4  Narrative Design in Games for Marginalized Communities

Narrative design in video games can be a powerful tool for authentically representing marginalized communities,
including neurodiverse and LGBTQ+ individuals [3, 10, 11]. Scholars such as Parishani et al. [5] and Moutafidou
and Bratitsis [23] emphasize the importance of co-design and digital storytelling in empowering these
communities by allowing them to shape the narratives themselves. Co-design, as implemented in games like The
Things Left Behind, ensures that the lived experiences of neurodiverse individuals are authentically reflected,
which can challenge stereotypes and foster understanding [5]. Similarly, digital storytelling offers a platform for
socially excluded individuals to voice their experiences, aligning with the goals of narrative-driven games
designed for marginalized communities [23]. The role of authentic representation is further supported by DePass
[1], who advocates for the involvement of diversity consultants to ensure that narratives accurately reflect the
complexities of underrepresented identities. These methods collectively highlight the potential of narrative games
to not only entertain but also educate and foster empathy.

While progress has been made, there are still significant gaps in how mainstream video games represent
intersectional identities, especially concerning queerness and neurodiversity. Haines [10] critiques many
mainstream games for relying on narrow, stereotypical portrayals of race, gender, and sexuality, highlighting a
need for more nuanced and inclusive representations in narrative design. Shaw and Friesem [3] similarly argue
that queer content in games, while becoming more visible, often lacks depth and authenticity, reinforcing the need
for richer queer narratives. Additionally, Cabrales [19] notes that despite increasing attention to diversity,
marginalized communities, such as neurodiverse individuals, remain underrepresented or poorly portrayed in
video games. Moreover, while research into the impact of narrative design on marginalized communities is
growing, the specific experiences of neurodiverse players, particularly how they interact with and respond to the
narrative content, remain underexplored. Further research could investigate how game narratives can be tailored
to enhance immersion and emotional engagement for neurodiverse players, addressing a significant gap in current
narrative design practices [5, 24].

2.5 Integrating Sound Design to Enhance Representation in Games

Music and sound design in video games play an essential role in creating immersive experiences that are accessible
and engaging for all players, including those with neurodiverse conditions who may experience the game
environment differently [12]. The strategic use of sound can significantly influence emotional responses, reinforce
narrative elements, and enhance player focus, thereby supporting a more inclusive gaming experience [12, 13].
As the field of artificial intelligence (AI) advances, it offers new possibilities for enhancing game music,
potentially transforming how soundscapes are crafted and experienced. Generative music systems can offer a
particularly innovative approach by dynamically adjusting music in real-time based on player interactions and
game states. This adaptability is crucial for players with sensory sensitivities, as it allows for a personalized
auditory experience that can accommodate individual needs and preferences, thus reducing potential sensory
overload [14]. Furthermore, the therapeutic potential of music is well-documented, with studies showing that
certain musical elements can aid relaxation and improve engagement for players, including those who are
neurodiverse [25, 26]. Incorporating such therapeutic soundscapes into game designs can not only enhance the
enjoyment and accessibility of games but also support the mental well-being of neurodiverse players [26].

Despite these advancements, research on how specifically tailored sound design impacts neurodiverse
individuals, particularly those at the intersection of neurodiversity and queerness, remains sparse. There is a
pressing need for more targeted studies that explore how nuanced sound design can contribute to making video
games a more inclusive medium for all players [8]. By integrating thoughtful sound design strategies that cater to
the diverse sensory experiences of neurodiverse players, game developers can create richer, more engaging, and
inclusive gaming environments [8]. This approach not only benefits players with specific sensory preferences but
also enriches the gaming community by fostering an environment that values diversity and inclusivity.



3 Research Methods

3.1  Aims of This Project and Study

This project, The Thing Left Behind, aims to explore and enhance the representation of marginalized identities
within the domain of narrative-driven video games [5], particularly focusing on the intersections of gender,
queerness, and neurodiversity. Through immersive and engaging narrative and sound design, the project seeks to
create gaming experiences that not only reflect the diverse realities of players but also contribute to broader
societal understanding and inclusion. The study is guided by two focused research questions:
e RQI: How can the lived experiences of individuals at the intersection of gender, queerness, and
neurodiversity inform the creation of authentic and inclusive video games?
e RQ2: How do neurodiverse players interpret and respond to video game music, and what design insights
can be drawn from their feedback?

3.2 Methodological Framework

This study follows a multi-stage Design-Based Research (DBR) approach as described by Reeves and McKenney
[27]. It builds upon previous work [5], which established initial design principles and developed user personas.
Previous evaluations highlighted the need to explore how gender, queerness, and neurodiversity intersect, which
is the main focus of this ongoing investigation into user needs and experiences. Similar to the work of Nussbaum
[28], who used DBR to develop educational games that balance engaging gameplay with curricular content, this
study emphasizes iterative design and user feedback to inform and refine game design. Currently, the study is in
the second small-scale phase (microcycle) and the first phase (mesocycle) of our ongoing DBR project.

3.3  Materials: The Things Left Behind 2D Game

The Things Left Behind is a storytelling video game crafted to enhance empathy and deepen understanding of
neurodiverse experiences [5]. The game, created primarily by members of the neurodiverse community using
Unity 2D, immerses players in authentic narratives that reflect the varied experiences of neurodiverse individuals.
Designed with a warm and inviting “cozy game” aesthetic [29], the game provides a tranquil yet emotionally
engaging setting where players face various challenges and make decisions. The fundamental objective of the
game is: to educate players and to offer entertainment while actively confronting and reshaping views on
neurodiversity.

3.4  Participants

Participants were recruited using purposive [30] and snowball sampling [31] methods, targeting individuals who
identify as neurodiverse and have expressed experiences at the intersection of gender, queerness, and gaming.
Inclusion criteria required participants to be over 18, fluent in English, and game players. Recruitment strategies
included outreach through social media platforms and community forums, ensuring a diverse participant pool.
Participant details and demographics are provided in Table 1.

Table 1. Participant Details & Demographics.

Pseudonym Gender & Sexual Identity Race/Ethnicity Neuroldentity Involvement

Lavender Non-binary, Asexual, White Autistic Gender Identity and Queerness
pansexual, trans Interviews

Summer Non-binary White ADHD, dyslexia Gender Identity and Queerness
Trans, non-binary, Interviews

butch lesbian
Alexis Female White ADHD Music Impact Interviews

David Male White ADHD, Music Impact Interviews
suspected autism



Oliver Non-binary White Autism spectrum, Music Impact Interviews
Depression

3.5 Data Sources

Two sets of interview data were gathered.

Gender Identity and Queerness Interviews. Separate interviews were held to understand how gender identity
and queerness intersect with the participants’ gaming experiences. These interviews aimed to uncover how these
intersections influence game preferences, experiences, and the perceived inclusivity of game narratives and
communities.

Music Impact Interviews. Separate interviews focused on the role and impact of music in games, specifically
how different auditory experiences affect neurodiverse gamers. These interviews sought to gather insights into
how music can enhance or detract from the gaming experience, particularly for those with sensory sensitivities.
Each interview session lasted approximately 45 minutes and was conducted by trained researchers to ensure a
supportive and understanding environment. All interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed for detailed
analysis.

3.6  Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using thematic analysis according to Braun and Clarke’s [32] methodological
framework, which involves identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns within the data. The process included
iterative phases of coding to meticulously categorize and refine themes. Initially, multiple researchers
independently coded the data to ensure reliability. This was followed by collaborative sessions where the team
discussed and reconciled differences in interpretation to achieve a consensus on emerging themes.

4 Results

4.1 Results from Interviews on Gender, Queerness, and Neurodiversity

The thematic analysis revealed significant insights into the intersections of gender, queerness, and neurodiversity.
Participants described various experiences of marginalization exacerbated by societal misunderstandings [19].
Lavender highlighted the alienation caused by societal expectations around sexualization and gender identity,
noting “I think the world in general is not very accommodating for people who are not like neurotypical and able
bodied” and “...I sort of came out as non-binary when I met someone else who is also going through that... I’ve
never thought of myself as like female or male, and like, I’'m just me”. Summer shared frustrations about common
misconceptions surrounding queerness, particularly the erroneous belief that their identity is a form of attention-
seeking, stating “I think that's one of the bigger ones, that sort of like, that misconception, that's kind of haunted
me and made me. That makes me feel defensive around people who aren't in the queer community” and “I think
it also relates really strongly to neurodivergent and like these disabilities, but that you're doing it for attention”.
Both participants emphasized the empowering effect of receiving formal diagnoses [4, 6], which provided them
with a deeper understanding of their identities and the challenges they face. This was paralleled by their
experiences in community settings where connecting with others who share similar identities facilitated a crucial
sense of acceptance and empowerment [6].

Participants also discussed the impact of physical sensory sensitivities on their interactions, with Lavender
specifically mentioning discomfort with a touch due to their autism and asexuality: “... with like physical
interaction, like, just to like, have a partner that doesn't get upset, that I'm like, I don't want to be touched. I'm
sorry I don't want to hug you right now, like I just doesn't feel good. I don't want my face that close to you”. These
sensory challenges intersect intricately with their queer identities, influencing their social interactions and personal
boundaries. Critiques of media representation were common, with both participants advocating for more nuanced
portrayals of neurodiverse and queer characters in media [9, 10], particularly in video games. Lavender said, “I
would say that the focus needs to be on making them like a full, rounded character, so like their neurodivergence
isn't all that they are like. They are neurodivergent, but they're also all these other things like”. They stressed that
character customization could provide gamers more control over representing their identities, advocating for
representations that view neurodivergent and queer identities holistically rather than as defining features. Finally,
both acknowledged some societal progress in accepting diverse identities but recognized substantial gaps in truly
understanding and accommodating the complexity of their lived experiences [7].



4.2  Results from Interviews on Music in Video Games

The interviews provided insights into how music in video games significantly affects neurodiverse individuals.
Participants reported that music serves as a crucial emotional anchor, enhancing the immersive experience of
gaming [12]. For instance, David described how the music in Legend of Zelda: Wind Waker evoked a strong
emotional connection that enhanced his engagement with the game, stating, “the music really made it what it was.
When I completed it, I felt like I’d actually done those things”. Oliver found the music in Octopath Traveler
memorable and emotionally stirring, recalling “Whenever I think back to my favorite games I’ve ever played, the
soundtrack is something that helps me retain my memories of it”. Music also played a vital role in aiding focus
and productivity [33], with Alexis using video game soundtracks like those from Mario Kart to enhance
concentration while studying, explaining, “for Mario Kart, that really keeps me focused. I’ll use that music to like
study sometimes even just cause it like gets me in the zone.” The necessity for customizable sound settings was a
recurrent theme, underscoring the need to accommodate neurodiverse players’ varying sensory sensitivities.
Alexis emphasized the importance of such features, stating, “sometimes I like when I can change the volume of
the music without having to change the volume of the sound effects in the game”. Furthermore, music was
described as a memory anchor that enhances the retention of game narratives and experiences, with recurring
themes or leitmotifs reinforcing character and story engagement. The quality of a game’s soundtrack was pivotal
in determining player retention [13], illustrating that impactful music can compensate for other gameplay
deficiencies.

5 Discussion & Conclusion

The insights derived from our interviews not only elucidate the complex intersection between gender, queerness,
and neurodiversity but also respond to the research questions concerning the representation of these identities
within video games. Participants like Lavender and Summer highlighted persistent stereotyping and a lack of
nuanced characters, underscoring an urgent need for more authentic representations [10]. This finding aligns with
the literature that accurate media portrayals can significantly influence societal perceptions and self-identification
among marginalized groups [19, 24]. The emotional and cognitive engagement experienced by neurodiverse
players in response to video game music addresses our second research question and emphasizes the pivotal role
of sound design in enriching gameplay immersion [12]. This is particularly pronounced in neurodiverse audiences,
who may utilize music not only as a gameplay enhancer but also as a tool for focus and emotional regulation. The
findings also suggest that customizing sound settings to accommodate diverse sensory needs can significantly
improve accessibility. This corroborates Plut and Pasquier’s [14] findings on adaptive sound settings in
educational software, advocating for similar adaptive features in video games to accommodate diverse sensory
needs [11]. Such enhancements not only promise a richer gaming experience but also exemplify the potential of
video games as tools for social change and educational outreach. Considering the gaps identified in current game
design and representation, future research should explore the impact of diverse character narratives and inclusive
soundscapes on player engagement and empathy. Collaborations between game developers, cultural theorists, and
neurodiversity advocates are key to ensuring video games evolve as culturally responsive and technically
advanced platforms.
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