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Abstract

In this paper, we conduct a comprehensive
analysis of gender stereotypes in the charac-
ter design of Honor of Kings, a popular mul-
tiplayer online battle arena (MOBA) game in
China. We probe gender stereotypes through
the lens of role assignments, visual designs,
spoken lines, and background stories, combin-
ing qualitative analysis and text mining based
on the moral foundation theory. Male heroes
are commonly designed as masculine fighters
with power and female heroes as feminine “or-
naments” with ideal looks. We contribute with
a culture-aware and multi-modal understand-
ing of gender stereotypes in games, leveraging
text-, visual-, and role-based evidence.

1 Introduction

Gender stereotypes, i.e., generalized preconcep-
tions about characteristics or roles of a certain gen-
der, broadly exist in video games, especially com-
petitive games such as League of Legends (LoL)
(Gao et al., 2017). Honor of Kings1, the Chinese,
mobile counterpart of LoL (Cheng et al., 2019),
was released in 2015. It had over 145 million
monthly active users in March 2022 (Wilson, 2022)
and topped the global mobile game best-selling
list with a revenue of 220 million dollars in July
2023 (Byshonkov, 2023). In this game, players can
form their teams or randomly match teammates
and opponents online. Teammates cooperate to
grab resources, kill enemies, and ultimately, de-
stroy the other team’s base. Players can collect and
play game characters/heroes who are categorized
as warriors, assassins, mages, archers, tanks, or
supports in the game.

∗The first three authors contributed equally to this paper.
1https://www.honorofkings.com/

global-en/

Gender stereotypes in Honor of Kings have been
studied through the lens of the female body (Zhang,
2022). Given the prominence of Honor of Kings
in the Chinese video game industry, it potentially
has wide-ranging impacts on people’s conceptions
of gender. In this work, we provided a more com-
prehensive understanding of gender stereotypes in
the game character designs through the analyses of
hero role assignments, the visual design of heroes
and their skins, hero spoken lines, and hero back-
ground stories. We conducted a moral foundation
analysis (Hopp et al., 2021) on the background sto-
ries to understand narratives around human moral-
ity, which often sees gendered expectations (Zhou
et al., 2022a). We manually analyzed visual de-
signs and hero lines. We also calculated descrip-
tive statistics, i.e., percentages of male and female
characters assigned to each role to understand the
gender differences in hero role assignments.

We found that female heroes tended to be as-
signed to more traditionally feminine roles such
as mages, while male heroes represented a wider
range of roles such as warriors, tanks, and assas-
sins. Female heroes were always designed with
idealized looks and body shapes with revealing
clothes, while not all male heroes exhibited an ide-
alized appearance. In the spoken lines, male heroes
were shaped as being eager to fight and protect,
and having supreme power; female heroes were
sentimental, objectified, and caring beauties. In the
background stories, male heroes were more nar-
rated on authority, while female heroes more on
loyalty and sanctity.

Our inspection of gender stereotypes is multi-
modal, leveraging text-, visual-, and role-based evi-
dence, and culture-aware, discussing gender roles
in ancient Chinese culture. Based on the analy-
sis, we propose future directions to mitigate gender
stereotypes in video game character designs.
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2 Related Works

The scholarship on games has drawn attention from
a wide range of research communities. Some stud-
ies revealed the educational benefits of computer
games (Mayer, 2019) and used games as an instru-
mental method for student engagement (Coller and
Shernoff, 2009). Others focused on the collabora-
tive behaviors of players, such as team formation
(Gómez-Zará et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2017).

There has long been criticism about stereotyping
and representation of gender in games. One of the
early studies on gender stereotyping in video games
was conducted on Super Mario Brothers, where the
researcher argued that the narrative of the game
could reinforce gender roles as players shared their
identities as Mario characters (Sherman, 1997). An-
other study analyzed ten video games and argued
that men were heavily over-represented in games
as primary playable characters, power rested on
male characters, and female characters remained
supportive (e.g., nursing) (Friedberg, 2015).

At the visual level, Martins et al. found that fe-
male characters at low levels of photorealism were
larger than the average American woman, while
characters at the highest level of photorealism were
thinner (Martins et al., 2009). The discrepancy
between the real body shape of women and what
was portrayed in games could lead to body dissat-
isfaction in women, attributing the media repre-
sentation of a thin-ideal body (Grabe et al., 2008).
Female character sexualization could lead to self-
objectification of female players (Fox et al., 2015),
low self-efficacy and self-worth (Behm-Morawitz
and Mastro, 2009), and the acceptance of rape
myths (Paul Stermer and Burkley, 2012).

Researchers have discussed stereotypes in Honor
of Kings in terms of the distortion of historical facts.
Yao and Chen found hero stories in this game have
significantly reconstructed activity processes while
largely preserving spatial circumstances, and partly
fabricated social relationships among characters,
resulting in the distortion of the historical timeline
(Yao and Chen, 2022). Stereotyping and flattening
of the hero images could affect the cultural image
of the historical characters (Qiu, 2020).

So far, relatively few studies have focused on
gender stereotypes in video games in China (Zhang,
2022; Sun, 2020; Chen, 2023). We enrich this
literature with the current study.

3 Data Collection and Analysis

3.1 Data Collection
As of September 2023, there were 115 heroes in
Honor of Kings. Among them, female heroes
(N=36) accounted for 31%, male heroes (N=77)
accounted for 67%, and heroes without a gender
presentation (N=2) accounted for 2%. The skewed
gender distribution of heroes already indicated a
gender stereotype that men were more suitable and
ready for “wars” or “battling” (Hutchings, 2008).

The role assignment and background story of
heroes were collected from the official website of
the game. The hero lines were collected from the in-
game exhibition of heroes. If the lines of a certain
hero were non-verbal, they were excluded from our
analysis. The visual analysis involved both hero
figures and their skins/outfits2. Both character lines
and background stories are in Chinese.

3.2 Data Analysis
The fast-growing field of Natural Language Pro-
cessing (NLP) was able in part due to existing
datasets and models (Park and Jeoung, 2022) as
well as metadata in digital archives (Dobreski et al.,
2019). To take advantage of existing datasets
and models and use them as an analytical lens,
we adopted the Chinese Moral Foundation Dic-
tionary (C-MFD) (Cheng and Zhang, 2023; Wu
et al., 2019) to analyze the background stories of
the heroes. C-MFD can be used for moral intuition
detection and analysis in the Chinese language con-
text. The creators of the dictionary drew on the
Chinese translation of the English MFD (Hopp
et al., 2021) and further fetched related words from
an extensive Chinese dictionary based on Chinese
moral concepts and word2vec. Categories in C-
MFD include care vs. harm, authority vs. subver-
sion, loyalty vs. betrayal, fairness vs. cheating, and
sanctity vs. degradation, which are also present
in MFD, as well as liberty vs. oppression, waste
vs. efficiency, altruism vs. selfishness, diligence vs.
laziness, resilience vs. weakness, and modesty vs.
arrogance in the Chinese context.

We calculated moral foundation scores for each
hero’s background story in Chinese and compared
the average scores for male and female heroes. One
drawback of C-MFD is that it only provides the
occurrence frequency for each moral dimension in
the text without providing sentiment scores, which

2Each hero may have one or more skins; each skin may or
may not include a new line.
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prevents us from understanding if the narration of
a certain gender leans toward the moral end or the
immoral end of a moral dimension.

Since the hero lines were less rich in text with
short lengths, there was not a sufficient overlap
between them and C-MFD. Thus, we analyzed
hero lines manually and used the translated lines
to showcase our findings. Similarly, we manually
analyzed the visual features of the heroes and their
skins and made cross-gender comparisons. Two
authors independently conducted the thematic anal-
ysis (Braun and Clarke, 2012) and regularly dis-
cussed to reach a consensus. We used a mind-
mapping tool to organize the emerging themes and
lines/visual features into a hierarchical structure.

Descriptive statistics were calculated to compare
the hero role assignments across genders.

4 Results

4.1 Hero Role Assignment

There were only 36 female heroes in Honor of
Kings compared to 77 male heroes. A closer look
at the role assignments for different genders re-
vealed that female heroes were mostly assigned as
mages (44%), who tended to attack and control op-
ponents from a distance. Fewer female heroes were
assigned to roles known for hand-to-hand combat,
such as warriors, assassins, and tanks. A large
portion of male heroes were warriors (34%), and
the remaining male heroes were distributed across
other roles. More details are in Figure 1.

4.2 Visual Designs

Female heroes were designed with standardized
physical features that conformed to traditional
beauty standards and aesthetic preferences. They
were presented as either beautiful or cute, with
big breasts, a slim waist, and long legs. Nearly all
female heroes had perfect faces that catered to tradi-
tional Asian aesthetics, evidenced by a pointy chin,
big eyes, a high nasal bridge, a small mouth, and a
perfect or even abnormal proportion (Zhang, 2012).
In terms of dressing, we hardly saw female heroes
wearing loose clothes. Even if a female hero was a
warrior, the designers still intentionally exhibited
the curve of her female figure with tight and re-
vealing clothes. Such findings echoed prior studies
which found women were portrayed and perceived
as sex objects who embodied an idealized image of
beauty (Dill and Thill, 2007).

The height or weight of male heroes varied,

but most of them had abdominal muscles on their
naked, upper bodies. Although most male heroes
were designed to be tall, muscular, or robust to em-
phasize strength and fighting ability, not all male
heroes were traditionally handsome – some of them
were obese, had scars on their faces, or had other
stereotypically imperfect characteristics. In gen-
eral, less focus on the idealized image of beauty
was put on male heroes than female heroes. A
visual comparison between male and female char-
acters can be seen in Figure 4 in the Appendix.

4.3 Hero Lines

Most lines, either those of male or female heroes,
contained fighting-related elements, possibly due to
the battling nature of the game. Yet, we still found
differences between genders. The social identities
of female heroes were limited to chefs, dancers,
or goddesses, and they were often associated with
purity and love. Male heroes had more social identi-
ties including warriors, princes, musicians, fortune
tellers, and so on; they were often associated with
conquering, defending, and fighting – traditionally
masculine events.

4.3.1 Male Heroes
Fighters. Male heroes’ lines were almost always
about fighting, war, and violence, e.g., “We fight
for a common tomorrow,” “Indomitable soul, inex-
tinguishable fighting spirit, immortal heart,” “War
soul is not extinguishable,” “I’m born for wars.”
Such lines were also spoken with a firm and mas-
culine tone.

Protecters. Male heroes often played the role
of a protector for others, including their lovers,
homes, and even Earth, e.g., “Some people want to
change the world, while others only want to protect
their women,” “Saint Seiya will always guard the
love and peace of the earth,” “In fairy tales, it is
said that the prince overcomes thorns to find the
imprisoned princess,” “Eliminate evil relatives and
keep the peace of the world.”

Suprememe Power. Male heroes’ lines indi-
cated the supreme power of men and their self-
confidence (Meng and Literat, 2023), e.g., “The
devil is coming, like my miracle,” “Telling you a
secret, I’m invincible,” “My only flaw is being too
perfect.”

4.3.2 Female Heroes
Sentimental. Many female heroes’ lines were
about missing their lovers or other sentimental emo-
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Figure 1: Role assignments for male and female heroes. One hero may have more than one role.

Figure 2: Moral foundation scores for male and female heroes in background stories. From left to right: altruism,
authority, care, diligence, fairness, general, liberty, loyalty, modesty, resilience, sanctity, and waste.

tions, e.g., “The east wind sends letters; the flower
dynasty is as promised; we see each other every
year, and we miss each other every year,” “The
saying goes that the magpies build a bridge over
the cloud, and the destined one will run to you from
the other end of the bridge.”

Serving and Caring. Female heroes often ap-
peared as caring figures, such as a chef, a house-
wife, and a waitress. Example lines included “I’m
the one who cooks in the family,”“I add sugar to the
memory; guests, please taste it with heart.” Such
lines were uttered in soft, gentle tones by the char-
acters. On the contrary, when a male hero appeared
as someone with cooking skills, their lines empha-
sized the food itself, e.g., “Only love, justice, and
food cannot be disappointed,” “Hot and spicy from
the depths of the soul.”

Appearance. Even if a female hero was de-
signed as a warrior, her lines were still about the
“ornamental” role of women instead of the fighter
role, e.g., “Reap your heart,” “Acting as roses,”

“Yes, I’m tempting you.” Some lines were explicitly
about appearance, e.g., “I’m so cool and beautiful,”

“Beautiful girls never look back at explosions.”

Objectified. Some female heroes’ lines exhib-
ited objectification of women, treating women as
inferior people or objects, e.g., “I’m your Christ-
mas present tonight.” One female hero was de-
signed as a dancer and addressed herself as a “con-
cubine,” which was a self-designation in ancient

China where women were regarded as possessions
of men with a lower social status.

4.4 Hero Background Stories
We compared occurrences of moral words between
genders and identified notable differences in the
authority/subversion, loyalty/betrayal, and sanc-
tity/degradation moral dimensions (see Figure 2
for a full comparison). Even in moral dimensions
with similar occurrence frequency for male and
female characters (e.g., care/harm), the gendered
narration of heroes was obvious. We further iden-
tified the top five common moral words related to
these moral dimensions for both genders (Figure 3).

Authority/Subversion. Authority/subversion-
related moral words were more often seen in the
narrative of male heroes than in female heroes. A
closer look revealed that male heroes were often
narrated with words indicating positions of high
authority such as “master,” “monarch,” “general,”
and “captain.” e.g., “This is the true face of Master
Lu Ban and his genius creation, Lu Ban No. 7!”
Female heroes were less frequently described as a
“general” or a “noble.”

Loyalty/Betrayal. Female heroes were more
narrated with loyalty/betrayal-related words than
male heroes, such as “family,” “wife,” and “lover,”
e.g., “The mission of the family and the responsibil-
ities of the eldest sister fall upon her.” Male heroes
were more linked with such words as “companion”
and “enemy,” again demonstrating their roles as
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Figure 3: Top 5 moral words for male and female heroes in background stories. We only list top words in moral
dimensions with relatively more occurrences.

fighters, e.g., “Every night, he finds himself sur-
rounded by thousands of enemies in his dreams.”

Sanctity/Degradation. Female heroes were
more frequently linked with moral words about
sanctity, such as “maiden” and “temple,” emphasiz-
ing the purity and sanctity expectations of women,
e.g., “The maiden feels anger and pain for the un-
fair treatment.” Male heroes were also frequently
linked with sanctity-related words, such as “deity”
and “maiden,” yet these words suggested their high
power, e.g., “Possess the powerful force of a deity.”

Care/Harm. Both genders were frequently as-
sociated with care/harm-related words, given the
battling (harm) nature of this game. Commonly
seen in male heroes’ stories were “guard,” “pain,”
“battle,” “protection,” and “threat,” showing both
tendencies of destruction and protection. Overall,
male heroes were narrated as brave and violent, e.g.,

“Bajie bravely charged to the forefront of the team.”
On the other hand, female heroes were associated
with less powerful words such as “curse” and “de-
ceased,” e.g.,“The supreme empress of Chang’an
City will never forget her cursed destiny and the
dream of an ideal kingdom.”

5 Discussion and Future Work

By presenting a comprehensive analysis of visual
designs, role assignments, spoken lines, and back-
ground stories, we uncovered the prevalent gender
stereotypes in Honor of Kings. Our role, text, and
visual analyses echoed each other, depicting how
the game character design consistently reinforced
gender stereotypes. The idealized looks of female
characters, combined with the single aesthetic per-
spective of women in media, i.e., being slim, fair
skin, etc. (Grabe et al., 2008), may create pressure
and anxiety for women.

In the game, male characters are designed as
people in power, fighters, and decision-makers, ex-
tending the traditionally perceived role of men in
Chinese society (Xie, 2013). Female heroes are
designed as feminine ornaments with ideal looks.

They tend to play supportive roles (e.g., mage) in
battles. Such findings echo prior studies on stereo-
types in games (Grabe et al., 2008; Martins et al.,
2009; Friedberg, 2015). Female characters are also
stereotypically shaped as emotional and without
decisive, competitive, and strong traits.

In traditional/ancient Chinese culture, male supe-
riority and female inferiority were simultaneously
emphasized – men tended to dominate economi-
cally and socially, while women were expected to
be responsible for childcare and household chores
in the family (Zhou et al., 2022b, 2023b; Zhou and
Sanfilippo, 2023). The traditional division of gen-
der roles in/outside the family still exists nowadays,
though women are increasingly pursuing careers
and independence (Gui, 2020). Such power im-
balance and stereotypical gender narration are re-
flected in Honor of Kings. While prior research
criticized the distortion of history in this game (Yao
and Chen, 2022; Qiu, 2020), the gender dynamics
are sarcastically true to reality.

With this exploratory uncovering of gender
stereotypes in a Chinese video game, we aim
to spur more research in this relatively under-
investigated cultural context. We suggest several
lines of research for future investigation of stereo-
types in video game design in specific cultural con-
texts. First, user studies on how Chinese game
players perceive such gender stereotypes are en-
couraged, as most prior studies were conducted in
Western contexts. The persisting, traditional gen-
der roles in East Asian society may lead to either
people’s desensitization to stereotyping or stronger
resistance to it (Lee, 2017). Second, the video
game industry has been long known as a regime of
masculine domination (Styhre et al., 2018; Dunlop,
2007). Including more women and gender minori-
ties in the game design and development lifecycle,
as well as providing educational interventions to
equip designers and developers with gender aware-
ness, are key to mitigating gender stereotypes in
games (Zhou et al., 2023a).
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A Example Female and Male Characters

(a) Two female characters. The left is a mage and
the right is an assassin.

(b) Two male characters. The left is an archer and
the right is a tank/warrior.

Figure 4: Example female and male characters in
Honor of Kings for a visual comparison.
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