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Abstract

This paper explores how queerness intersects with hackathon cul-
ture, reinforcing or challenging its masculine norms. By utiliz-
ing autoethnographic insights from seven UK hackathons, it re-
veals that while queerness is visibly celebrated, inclusion remains
conditional—accepted only when it aligns with masculine-coded
technical authority. Femininity, regardless of the queer identities of
those who embody it, is devalued and associated with lesser tech-
nical competence. Beyond social dynamics, gendered hierarchies
influence programming tools, roles, and physical environments,
embedding exclusion within technical culture. Although gender-
fluid expressions like cosplay provide moments of subversion, they
remain limited by the masculine framework of hackathons. This
study contributes to human-computer interaction and feminist tech-
nology studies by showing that queerness alone does not dismantle
gendered hierarchies. It advocates for moving beyond visibility to
actively challenge masculinized definitions of technical legitimacy,
promoting alternative, non-exclusionary models of expertise.
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1 Introduction

“As the crowds of young men swarm into the large
stadium serving as the hackathon venue, it becomes
clear that I do not fit in. Around me, the hackers
embody an extended male adolescence. The young
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men are in a uniform of oversized dark hoodies and
crumpled jeans, completed with mops of unruly hair
—occasionally adorned with a fedora. I am jostled
in the excitement by those in the ticketing queues
around me. My cream coat and bag, white shirt, and
dogtooth trousers contrasted with the dark attire the
other hackathon attendees favored. As I reached the
desk to register for the event, I was instructed to col-
lect a branded t-shirt as my ticket. Only available
in larger men’s sizes, it completely drowned me. I
swung my bag back onto my shoulders and began
climbing the stairs into the belly of the hackathon”

Exploring technology development’s material, sociotechnical,
and personal aspects is vital in feminist technology studies [36, 41].
Hackathons play a significant role in Human-Computer Interaction
(HCI) research, especially at conferences like CHI. These intensive
24-36-hour coding sessions provide a unique platform for partic-
ipants to create technologies, promoting quick prototyping and
hands-on exploration. By fostering interdisciplinary teamwork,
hackathons unite varied perspectives from fields such as computer
science, informatics, and psychology, aiding in the innovative de-
sign and assessment of user interfaces. As venues for investigating
and integrating emerging technologies like virtual reality and ar-
tificial intelligence, studying hackathons is essential for keeping
HCI research relevant and progressive in real-world contexts.

Extensive research indicates that hackathons disproportionately
benefit specific demographics, especially young, white male tech
enthusiasts [3, 5, 12, 16], otherwise referred to as “geeks.” Conse-
quently, these events often reflect gender dynamics that marginalize
women and other underrepresented groups in computing. While
“geek” can carry negative connotations, it is widely recognized in
academic literature [20, 26] and used in this study for analytical
clarity. My analysis of hackathons builds on this perspective, ex-
ploring how these coding contests resist efforts to foster greater
inclusion and diversity.

Yet, as I participated in these events, I soon realized that the
underrepresentation of women at hackathons was not the only
issue regarding gender inclusivity. From my very first experience, I
observed a meaningful and consistent presence of queer identities,
expressed through rainbow pins, flags, and varied gender expres-
sions in the attire and costumes of attendees. Queerness, in this
context, can be understood as encompassing diverse sexualities
and the playful subversion of traditional gender norms through
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fluid and expressive presentations [24, 37]. The visibility of queer-
ness was surprising and a refreshing change from the uniform
“geek” masculinity I had anticipated. Although queer identities
were distinctly visible at hackathons, they still represented a mi-
nority. Nonetheless, their presence raises an overlooked question
in HCI scholarship: How do representations of queerness disrupt
notions of masculinity at hackathons?

Utilizing autoethnographic data from my involvement in seven
hackathons affiliated with UK universities in late 2019 and early
2020, this study examines the gendered and queer dynamics that
emerged at hackathons before the restrictions of the COVID-19
pandemic halted research. Despite being based on observations
from 2020, the findings remain pertinent to contemporary dialogues
surrounding queering technical participation and tool development.
This research expands on a broader ethnographic project focused
on gender and interactions within hackathons (See; 4), employing
a uniform dataset and methodology that includes participant ob-
servations, interviews, and field notes, complemented by ongoing
reflections with hackathon organizers. Instead of focusing on re-
cruitment strategies, I investigated the dynamics of participation
and the cultural norms that operate during hackathons, where barri-
ers to inclusion frequently arise [32]. The observations indicate that
while recruitment defines who participates, meaningful engage-
ment relies on supportive interactions during the event, influencing
whether participants feel valued and are likely to return.

This study challenges the prevailing view in HCI literature that
frames hackathons as sites of “geek” masculinity, where women
are marginalized [16, 29]. While I examine how geek masculinity
structures hackathon culture, my findings reveal that exclusion
is not solely about gender binaries but about the devaluation of
femininity itself. Though queerness is visible, it is accepted only
when aligned with masculine-coded technical authority, reinforc-
ing hegemonic norms rather than disrupting them. Beyond social
interactions, this paper examines how gendered power structures
extend to technologies themselves. Programming languages, tools,
and artifacts reflect deep-seated binary associations, privileging
masculinity in shaping technical expertise and innovation. By
analyzing hackathons’ social and material dimensions, this study
reveals how gendered hierarchies are enacted interpersonally and
embedded in computing infrastructures, sustaining exclusionary
practices even in spaces that claim inclusivity.

2 Related Work
2.1 Masculinity at Hackathons

The exploration of masculinity within technology culture reveals
the progression from the socially awkward yet intellectually es-
teemed “geek” to the hypermasculine and competitive “brogram-
mer,” highlighting their influence on power dynamics and inclusion.
While research in HCI and related fields frequently examines ten-
sions between “geeks,” women, and dominant forms of masculinity,
queerness often remains underexplored [3, 32, 36]. Masculine hege-
mony, defined by ideals such as athleticism, competitiveness, and
heterosexuality, marginalizes femininity and non-normative mas-
culinities [26]. “Geeks”, who emerged as a subject of study in
the 1980s, embody a marginalized masculinity that contrasts with
hegemonic norms through their technological expertise.
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Unlike hegemonic masculinity, “geek” masculinity is character-
ized by a lack of social skills but gains esteem through intelligence
and mastery of technology. As such, “geeks” can be framed as
“queering” masculinities to some extent, as they are defined by
attributes counter to the hegemonic norm [17]. “Geeks” are typi-
cally framed as heterosexual men whose technological knowledge
replaces traditional masculine traits, positioning them as both out-
siders and gatekeepers of technical expertise [11]. In her scoping
review of masculinities in HCI, Seaborn [36] highlights that “geek”
masculinity is inherently technology-focused, serving as a form of
power when traditional masculine ideals are seen as unattainable.
This paradoxical identity enables “geek” masculinity to assert dom-
inance through technological expertise while excluding women,
who are often viewed by “geeks” as unattainable objects of desire
[20].

Despite incompetence and discomfort with dating being cen-
tral to “geek” identity, heterosexuality remains as fundamental to
“geeks” as a love of technology, with “geeks” often defined as sim-
ply being “bad with women.” [20]. By centering heterosexuality,
women are excluded from “geek” knowledges as unobtainable ob-
jects of sexual and romantic desire. Furthermore, queerness, and
specifically the visibility of homosexuality, is also erased in this
framing of the “geek” [11]. In her study of the online community
BlueSky, Kendall [20] provides examples of how a gay participant
engages with heterosexual humor and self-deprecation, including
declaring that they are “bad with women” to fit into the group’s
“geek” masculine culture. In-person interactions offer opportuni-
ties for individuals to make hidden aspects of their identity visible,
including sexuality. In Dunbar-Hester’s [9] research into collabo-
rative hackerspaces, vivid hair color was a resource employed by
individuals with a non-binary gender identification as it “provided
to interlocutors a relatively neutral aspect of [their] appearance
on which to focus their reflexive comments about [their] pres-
ence” However, Dunbar-Hester [9] points to how even those who
were reflective about their gender identification were vulnerable to
stereotyping others based on presentations of gender.

As “geek” masculinity has received increased status due to its
associations with wealth, the limitations of its position as a “queer”
or disruptive masculinity have been exposed. In the last decade,
entrepreneurial “geeks” have been recast with a competitive ag-
gressiveness, exhibiting the hypermasculinity commonly associ-
ated with the culture of college fraternities and athletic societies
[23, 41]. This trend includes both “geek” masculinity and the toxic,
technology-oriented masculinity identified in Seaborn’s [36] sys-
tematic literature review. This emerging stereotype has been labeled
the “brogrammer.” The term brogrammer began as a satirical term
to refer to (men) programmers who embrace the behaviors of a
“stereotypical frat-boy” who is fond of the term “bro” and with an
ambition to become wealthy through their knowledge of technol-
ogy as quickly as possible [31]. By amplifying the contradictions of
“geek” masculinity—outsider and gatekeeper—hackathons create
environments where traditional and emerging masculinities inter-
sect, exposing tensions in how power and identity are negotiated
in technology-focused spaces.

While existing research highlights how geek masculinity oper-
ates in contrast to hegemonic masculinity, these frameworks often
neglect how queerness is integrated into, rather than disruptive
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of, these dynamics. By examining hackathons as sites where tradi-
tional and emergent masculinities intersect, this study considers
how queerness exists within these structures while femininity re-
mains devalued.

2.2 Inclusion at Hackathons

While the presence of underrepresented groups at hackathons is of-
ten seen as progress, representation alone does not ensure meaning-
ful inclusion. Instead, hackathons remain structured by gendered
hierarchies that privilege masculinity, even as they incorporate
queer identities. These events often mirror the gender and iden-
tity dynamics present in broader technology culture, including the
dimensions of masculinity outlined in the previous section. En-
hancing diversity in hackathons is a primary objective for HCI
scholars, as these events play a crucial role in fostering innovation
and developing skills [5]. However, simply increasing the presence
of underrepresented groups—by gender, race, or other identities—is
insufficient; meaningful inclusion is essential [5, 9]. This requires
creating environments that appreciate diverse perspectives and
actively address systemic barriers that limit participation. Recent
research has emphasized inclusion across various identities, includ-
ing gender [3, 16], disability/neurodiversity [1, 12], and citizenship
[18]. Studies often focus on the experiences of underrepresented
groups, such as women navigating predominantly male, white
spaces [5] or (rarely) older participants collaborating with younger,
more technical teams [42]. These studies underscore how individu-
als from diverse backgrounds engage in hackathon settings and how
cultural variances shape collaboration and innovation, ultimately
fostering more just and innovative outcomes.

However, while many initiatives aim to enhance inclusivity, they
may inadvertently reinforce traditional gender binaries, often fo-
cusing on “female-focused” or exclusively women-centered events.
These strategies can imply that mainstream hackathons are dom-
inated by men, further alienating queer individuals who do not
fit neatly into the categories of “man” or “woman.” Prado et al.
[32] argues that the “geek” masculinity associated with hackathons
marginalizes queer participants, particularly trans individuals, lim-
iting their opportunities for networking and career growth. Despite
efforts to include women in male-centric environments, gender in-
clusion research often overlooks the nuanced experiences of queer
participants. Even those who do not embody hegemonic masculin-
ity may still feel alienated by the overwhelmingly “male” presence at
many hackathons, reinforcing the binary views of gender and com-
plicating efforts to include non-binary and gender-nonconforming
individuals.

Further complicating these dynamics is the implicit gendering
of the technologies and artifacts present at hackathons, such as
programming languages, coding platforms, and hardware. These
objects often carry associations with masculinity [7], reinforcing
stereotypes that link femininity to inferiority or lesser competence
in technical fields. Research has shown that environments filled
with objects typically associated with “geek” masculinity, such
as Star Trek posters, can deter women from engaging in these
spaces [7]. Similarly, the design and styling of computer terminal
interfaces are often aligned with “geek” masculinity, creating an
unwelcoming environment that discourages women from using
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these technologies [27]. Queerness disrupts these assumptions by
revealing how technologies—like identities—are subject to shifting
cultural interpretations and are not inherently gendered. While
many initiatives strive to improve diversity and inclusion across
various identity groups, they often overlook the role of gendered
artifacts, which may inadvertently marginalize queer participants
and reinforce traditional gender binaries.

2.3 Queer HCI

Queer HCI provides a framework for examining how gender and
identity are constructed within technology culture. Research pre-
sented at CHI has defined queer HCI as encompassing three key
areas: (1) queer researchers investigating a broad array of topics, (2)
researchers studying queer individuals, and (3) scholars applying
queer theory in their work [37]. In their literature review, Taylor et
al. [38] emphasize the importance of language and its implications
in this context. The term “queer,” a reclaimed slur, refers to people
who are not “cisgender,” with cisgender meaning those who (1)
identify with the gender they were assigned at birth and/or (2) are
heterosexual [21]. In this study, “queer” is used to find an inclusive,
broad term to represent a diverse range of experiences and iden-
tities outside of the heteronormative, heterosexual norm, such as
gay men, lesbians, bisexual and pansexual individuals, transgender
and gender non-conforming (TGNC) people. The choice of “queer”
reflects its capacity to capture the broad spectrum of identities that
resist rigid categorization, but it remains an imperfect terminology
that not all identify with.

Queer theory’s emphasis on fluidity and contradiction provides a
robust framework for understanding how HCI can challenge norma-
tive assumptions about identity and design. At its core, queer theory
scrutinizes the concept of fixed identities and norms, emphasizing
the importance of acknowledging contradictions and tensions to
grasp queer lives and experiences [22]. Light [24] emphasizes the
importance and value of queer theory in developing approaches to
design that embrace diversity and resist determination. Drawing
on Butler’s [4] concept of gender performativity, Light highlights
how gender is not fixed but continuously constituted and remade
through iterative performances and interactions. This viewpoint
disputes the idea of fixed gender differences in technology usage,
focusing instead on norms shaped by contexts or environments,
which can render queer lives seemingly dissonant or contradictory.
Queer theory, as Light defines it [37], encourages the challenging of
norms and readings of identity to create spaces for multiple, diverse
identities. She advocates for “designing obliquely,” incorporating
elements like forgetting and eluding, which contrasts with HCI’s
usual focus on efficiency and effectiveness. By embracing these
contradictions and fluidities, Light’s approach not only challenges
the normative structures of design but also creates space for di-
verse gender expressions, illustrating how queer theory can disrupt
conventional definitions of legitimacy and foster more inclusive,
dynamic environments.

Queer HCI research has also focused on how platforms collect
gender data and the identification categories they provide. Technol-
ogy design frequently limits users to binary gender choices (“male”
or “female”) or requires those outside the binary to be explicitly
othered by selecting the option of “other”. How platforms see
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Figure 1: The researcher attending a hackathon.

such gendered information has significant implications for com-
putational processes that depend on these predefined categories.
Scheuerman et al [35] . argue that traditional design systems often
lack awareness of how designers’ gender politics are reflected in
the interfaces they create. When technical tools infer gender, it can
further erase identities that do not conform to the idealized binary
norms of male and female, perpetuating exclusion and misrepre-
sentation [21]. Though this study does not explicitly examine how
gender is coded into the technologies designed at hackathons, I ac-
knowledge that the inclusion of queerness likely impacts elements
of the tools developed [21, 32]. Therefore, as a site for making
technology, hackathons offer a valuable opportunity to explore
how queerness is contradictory: demonstrating inclusion beyond
normative gender while simultaneously excluding femininity in
collaborative design processes.

Existing research indicates that queerness could meaningfully
disrupt the traditional masculine norms prevalent in hackathon
environments. Numerous HCI studies reveal that in technology
culture, “geek” masculinity has marginalized women and non-
normative identities [32, 38]. Since hackathons reflect this culture,
they perpetuate gender binaries and restrict inclusion for queer
individuals [9]. Incorporating queer perspectives potentially calls
into question these rigid norms and emphasizes that both tech-
nologies and identities are fluid and socially constructed [22]. Al-
though initiatives aimed at enhancing gender diversity are essential,
they frequently neglect queer identities, which exacerbates exclu-
sion. Queerness provides a speculative but compelling framework
for challenging these norms by queering the dominant structures
of masculinity and overturning conventional hierarchies, leaving
room for greater inclusion at hackathons.

Sian Brooke

3 Methodology

Short-term, intensive ethnography is a well-established method in
HCI research, particularly effective in capturing in-depth under-
standings of communities within their specific contexts [6, 19, 28].
However, ethnography in HCI is almost exclusively framed as pro-
ducing “objective ethnographies,” attempting to impartially describe
a world where the ethnographer is a distant observer [33]. How-
ever, as Rode [34] argues, masking the ethnographic voice with
objectivity narrows our perspective on the data and reduces the
possibility of expanding theory. As a researcher immersed in the
academic exploration of gender and technology and in the personal
experience of navigating these spaces, my approach to this study
is deeply influenced by my subjectivities. A non-queer researcher
may not connect with or engage in the prominent queerness evi-
dent at hackathons, nor may they find it comforting. Therefore, I
adopted a reflexive [34], situated [30], autoethnographic approach,
which allowed me to engage with the nuanced dynamics of in-
clusion and exclusion, leveraging subjectivity to uncover deeper
insights. Figure 1 depicts my participation in a hackathon.

3.1 Observing Hackathons

The main observation period for this research occurred from Octo-
ber 2019 to February 2020. Conversations regarding the findings
with hackathon participants persisted until January 2021. This study
covers seven dynamic events throughout the United Kingdom, pre-
senting a rich multi-sited autoethnography of hackathons linked
to the “League.” The League has established itself as a respected
international hackathon association. The organization oversees
over 200 weekend-long competitions annually, engaging more than
75,000 students across North America and Europe. These events
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Figure 2: Hackathon event space at a university in Northern England.

are focal points for technology enthusiasts, primarily organized by
student-led societies and volunteers. By providing travel grants,
free meals, training opportunities, and a strong emphasis on inclu-
sivity, League-affiliated hackathons often feature a wider range of
socioeconomic backgrounds than independent events, which may
struggle with funding and promotion challenges.

Combining various field sites and observation sources was essen-
tial to uncovering the common themes and cultural touchstones that
persist across hackathons, even with different locations and orga-
nizers. I began by contacting hackathons featured on the League’s
events page. Out of the twelve organizers I contacted, I attended
seven hackathons throughout the United Kingdom to ensure ge-
ographic diversity. Annabel, a leading hackathon organizer in
Southeast England, played a key role as a gatekeeper, referring me
to other event organizers. Although I didn’t conduct formal inter-
views, I engaged in unstructured conversations about strategies for
ensuring gender diversity and how they perceive “success” regard-
ing inclusion. At each hackathon, I introduced myself to attendees
as a researcher focused on gender and technology. My technical
skills, including coding, allowed me to contribute to my teams,
reassuring the organizers that my involvement would enhance, not
take away from, others’ experiences.

I developed a structured observation schedule for the hackathon,
centered on narrative themes like “pre-event,” “first impressions,”
and “team formation.” Yet, it functioned more as a framework
for note-taking and reflection rather than a strict guideline, en-
abling me to shift my attention as new themes surfaced during the
events. The adaptability of the autoethnographic methods permit-
ted me to explore how attendees challenge the notion of “male-only”
hackathons.

My active involvement in the hackathon competitions initially
presented logistical hurdles, especially when transitioning between
my favorite programming tool (VSCode) and note-taking applica-
tions. To simplify this process, I noted my insights directly in the
scripts and markdown files related to my team efforts. These files
were kept secure and stored locally without being shared with other
participants.

My flexible approach to recording observations was essential for
my involvement in the hackathon, capturing the rich social con-
text and fostering a more comprehensive cultural understanding.

Unlike passive observation, “deep hanging out” allows for more
participatory engagement, where the desires and frustrations of
attendees naturally emerge [13, 33]. For instance, the gendered
dynamics surrounding toilet facilities at hackathons emerged as
a significant topic for exploring queerness and gender inclusion.
Although this matter may not arise during formal post-event inter-
views, it was vital to grasp the nuanced ways in which inclusion is
experienced and challenged. These experiences reveal resistance
to change, ongoing conflicts, and societal obstacles that impede
hackathons’ inclusivity and diversity initiatives.

3.2 Ethics

Informed consent is vital in reflexive research, particularly within
the ethnographic tradition [19, 33]. I emailed the event organizers,
introducing myself, explaining the goals of my study, and request-
ing their permission to conduct research at their events. As part of
the informed consent process, I clearly outlined the nature of my
research and how data would be collected and assured anonymity
for participants. I framed the study as a project centered on gender
inclusivity, highlighting its potential to suggest strategies for im-
proving inclusivity at their events. I followed up my emails with
video or phone calls with the organizers to discuss any concerns
regarding my participation and any restrictions they wanted to
impose on my activities.

Upon arriving at the events, the hackathon organizers often
recognized me by name at registration. At one event, to my surprise,
the organizer shouted excitedly to his colleagues that “the gender
researcher” had arrived. They were welcoming and curious about
my presence, frequently engaging me in discussions about my
research and its ongoing findings. The same was true for most
hackathon attendees.

At the hackathons, when conversations with attendees turned
into more than just brief exchanges, I shared details about my
research and my purpose for being there. Along with my ver-
bal presentation, I provided small slips of paper summarizing my
study’s goals. I included my contact information, allowing par-
ticipants to reach out with any questions or concerns afterward.
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Figure 3: The main hackathon space is in an arena.

Attendees were also informed that all individual names in the ac-
count of the findings would be altered to ensure privacy. Descrip-
tions of the events are anonymized, but they are specified in the
United Kingdom region where they took place. I also incorporate
photographs to support my analysis. When images may feature
identifiable aspects of participants, I have blurred their faces to
protect their anonymity, except for my own image. This project
received institutional ethical approval from the Oxford Internet
Institute, University of Oxford, in March 2019.

3.3 Analytical Procedures.

In ethnographic research, analysis and data collection are deeply
interconnected. I followed an iterative and reflexive approach [34],
employing thematic analysis [2], continuously analyzing, inter-
preting, and refining insights as I gathered empirical data. This
process was guided by theoretical sampling, where I systematically
compared and contrasted observations across different hackathon
events to identify emerging patterns [8, 14].

I used analytical memos to record, sort, and code raw observa-
tions to organize and make sense of the data, which helped identify
emerging themes across events [10]. In ethnography, it is essential
to go beyond field notes, incorporating documents, artifacts, and
environmental contexts that shape the observed culture [13]. This
approach provided a more holistic understanding of hackathon
spaces and how queerness and technical knowledge were repre-
sented within them.

To ensure rigor and validity, I engaged in respondent valida-
tion [25]. This involved discussing preliminary conclusions with
hackathon participants to refine interpretations and provide my
analysis aligned with their lived experiences. Given hackathons’
temporary, fast-paced nature, I relied on informal conversations

rather than structured interviews, aligning with rapid ethnographic
assessment techniques [40]. I prioritized embedded, real-time par-
ticipant engagement over post-event recollection.

I concluded my fieldwork once theoretical saturation was
reached, meaning no new significant themes emerged [2], and
COVID-19 restrictions halted further in-person observation. Af-
terward, I reanalyzed my field notes, structuring them according
to my observation schedule and analytical memos to develop a
cohesive understanding of how hackathon communities function.
In each section of the following findings, I include excerpts from
my field notes to demonstrate how my personal experiences shaped
the development of these conclusions, which align with reflexive
ethnographic practices [10, 34].

4 Findings

Each time I arrived at a hackathon venue, I felt a distinct combi-
nation of nervousness and excitement, amplified by the palpable
energy in the air. The anticipation grew as participants rushed
toward the event venue; their eagerness was contagious. When I
crossed the threshold into the hackathon, I was immediately struck
by sensory overload: a wall of noise greeted me—a cavernous space
filled with animated chatter, the sharp beeping of electronics, and
the mechanical hum of robotic gadgets. Figure 3 captures the
arena-like setting of these hackathons, showcasing the blend of
competition and collaboration that defined them.

My initial plan for these events was to focus solely on observing
interactions. However, I quickly realized that hackathons are mul-
tisensory experiences, and understanding them required attention
to more than just the visuals. Sound was an ever-present force: the
excited voices, the rhythmic clicking of keyboards, and even video
game soundtracks blasting through speakers created a cacophony
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that was, at first, overwhelming. I was concerned that this sen-
sory chaos would obscure the subtleties of interpersonal dynamics.
Yet, as the events wore on, the collective mood would shift. The
room could become eerily quiet, punctuated only by the occasional
keyboard tap, as participants immersed themselves in moments of
intense focus.

Beyond sound, the smells of hackathons formed an equally dis-
tinct and often jarring part of my research experience. The air
would become heavy in the early evening with the aromas of fried
foods, greasy pepperoni pizza, and garlic-laden meat dishes from
food trucks or stands. The attendees of the events, known as hack-
ers, were eager to save time, so they often ate at their workstations,
surrounded by stacks of polystyrene containers and pizza boxes.
By midnight, these smells mingled with the unmistakable odor of
bodies, signaling participants’ commitment to their projects at the
expense of personal comfort. To me, this sensory combination
felt distinctly off-putting and unwelcoming, reinforcing the percep-
tion that these spaces were dominated by “geek” masculinity—an
identity often associated with a disregard for conventional social
norms, including hygiene and shared comfort. After my first event,
I carried a small roll-on bottle of lavender oil, a personal tool to
counteract the environment’s dominating smells. These sensory
elements—the noise, the smells, and even the physical layout of
hackathon spaces—created a continuity across events that shaped
my perception of them as culturally distinct environments.

4.1 Masculinity at Hackathons

“As we settled into the development phase, the roar of
voices softened to a low hum. Teams gathered at long
tables, surrounded by junk food, as they focused on
the competition. A clear divide became apparent in
the hall. On one side, the hackers embodied the “geek”
masculinity I had expected, hunched over screens in
casual attire. On the other side, glossy corporate rep-
resentatives stood at their booths, dressed sharply in
tailored shirts, their polished presentation starkly con-
trasting the relaxed, informal atmosphere among the
hackers. The physical distance between the groups
reflected the deeper divide between their worlds. A
gulf that the hackathon attempted to bridge.”

The main hall in the first few hours of a hackathon in
the West Midlands

At hackathons, the contrast between “geeky” hackers and cor-
porate representatives highlighted distinct forms of masculinity.
While “geek” masculinity was expected, the competitive nature of
the event and the presence of financial firms introduced hegemonic
masculinity. Representatives from companies like BlackRock and
Capital One, all young men, embodied a polished, confident persona
starkly different from the typically introverted, unkempt hackers.

The observed absence of the “brogrammer” stereotype in UK
hackathons may reflect cultural differences in hegemonic masculin-
ity. While American tech culture often promotes hypermasculinity,
UK corporate developers projected a more restrained professional-
ism. However, within the hackathon, their authority diminished
as hackers, embodying a socially awkward but technically domi-
nant masculinity, mocked their appearance and perceived lack of
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technical prowess. This divide was evident in interactions between
hackers and corporate reps. Representatives, aware of their outsider
status, attempted to integrate by making technical jokes or asking
questions but were often met with awkward silences or mockery.
In one instance, a representative punctuated his points by punch-
ing his palm, prompting hackers to label him “alpha” sarcastically.
This ironic reference to traditional masculinity reinforced hackers’
status as the dominant figures in coding culture.

These interactions underscored the multifaceted performance
of masculinity at hackathons. While corporate representatives
embodied a polished ideal, hackers—often queerer and less image-
conscious—subverted this by embracing their introverted “geek”
qualities. The absence and active mockery of the “brogrammer”
ideal highlighted how hackathons construct and negotiate power
dynamics through masculinity.

4.1.1 “Be a man and integrate”.

“The visible sparks of light drew me to a hardware
table, where a group of young men was bent over the
circuitry, soldering irons in hand, surrounded by an
array of lights and switches. Small plumes of smoke
curled into the air, carrying a faint, metallic smell that
wasn’t unpleasant. I was curious about what they
were building, but hesitant to interrupt their focused
concentration, waiting for a moment to approach and
engage in conversation without breaking their flow”

The Hardware Lab at a Hackathon in the Southeast
of the UK

The sensory overload at hackathons was hard to ignore. Large,
open halls with high ceilings created an impersonal environment,
while the sounds, smells, and flashes from soldering circuits drew
my attention to the hardware tables. Unlike polished user-facing
technologies, the raw circuitry felt tangible, and the scent of sol-
dering, unexpectedly reminiscent of pine, added to the immersive
experience.

Hardware projects were almost exclusively male-dominated, re-
inforcing traditional “geek” masculinity. My attempts to join these
teams were met with discomfort, strained laughter, or outright
dismissal. A gendered divide emerged: men gravitated toward
hardware, associating it with gritty, competitive masculinity, while
women and mixed-gender teams were more likely to focus on soft-
ware. As one attendee said, “Hardware is where the real work
happens—coding is easy compared to this.”

Retro-inspired hardware projects dominated competitions, rein-
forcing technical hierarchies. One notable example, a Bomb Dis-
posal game (Figure 4), reflected nostalgia for a technological past
the developers never personally experienced. As one team mem-
ber said, “We weren’t around for it, but the nostalgia for that era
is real. It’s the golden age of [gaming] for us” Another added, “I
spent hours watching YouTube walk-throughs of early video games,
going through the history of gaming I never directly experienced.”

Women and queer individuals were notably absent from hard-
ware teams, often met with blatant exclusion. One participant
dismissed my inquiry about a wearable project with, “I don’t have
time for you,” accompanied by a dismissive hand wave. Masculinity
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Figure 4: Presentation of a bomb disposal game created at a hackathon in the West Midlands.

remained central to hardware expertise, reinforced by playful so-
cial dynamics. During a discussion on computer setups, one team
member shouted, “Be a man and integrate!”—mocking those who
failed to meet technical standards while reinforcing male-coded
expertise. Another noted, “If you don’t integrate, you’re not even
really in the game”

These interactions revealed that the focus on hardware was not
just technical innovation but reinforcing masculine identity. Even
as hackathons embraced queerness in some ways, they maintained
rigid gendered hierarchies. As one queer attendee commented, “It’s
all about fitting into that old-school, "geek’-boy mold—if you don’t,
you’re just invisible” This nostalgia for retro technology disrupted
hackathons’ supposed ethos of innovation, reinforcing gendered
divisions rather than dismantling them.

4.1.2  “Python is for girls”.

“At the team-building session, we all stood in a circle,
listing our technical skills and the kind of projects we
wanted to work on. Interestingly, people picked for
teams didn’t always have the most practical or relevant
skills for the hackathon. Suppose someone knew a low-
level but not particularly useful language or had some
obscure technical knowledge that seemed to be highly
valued. It felt like the more niche your expertise, the
more desirable you became.”

A side room was designated for participants of the
Hackathon in Northern England to form teams.

Conversations about programming languages and technical tools
often revealed the gatekeeping dynamics embedded within the hack-
ing community. Specific languages carried gendered expectations,
with some perceived as more technically competent than others.
One attendee remarked, “Python is for noobs,” implying that its
higher-level, human-readable syntax made it less sophisticated.

This view was reinforced in the hackathon’s communication chan-
nel, where someone joked, “Python is for girls anyway; everyone
knows that PERL is the language of REAL men” Though framed
as humor, such comments underscored how gendered language
reinforced divisions between what was considered technically com-
petent and what was dismissed as “feminine.”

These gendered perspectives played out in the event’s competi-
tive dynamics, often turning discussions into contests where partic-
ipants asserted superiority through obscure technical knowledge.
A team member offered unsolicited advice: “You know you can con-
nect Fortran and Python?” Another responded, “Yes! Did you know
Fortran still requires room for punch card spacing?” The exchange
continued, escalating into displays of increasingly arcane technical
knowledge. Another attendee interjected, “You should really try
coding in Assembly. It’s the only real language” A hacker in my
team summed up this culture succinctly: “It’s not about winning;
it’s about proving you know more than everyone else”

In this environment, status was tied to showcasing niche techni-
cal expertise rather than practical problem-solving. Languages like
C, often associated with lower-level programming and proximity
to machine code, were viewed as more masculine and technically
rigorous. As one attendee noted, “C is the language of men. It’s
the hardest, most technical thing you can do. Python is for kids”
This idea of technical masculinity reinforced a hierarchy where
familiarity with “hardcore” languages like C signaled legitimacy. In
contrast, higher-level languages like Python were often considered
more feminine or juvenile. One hacker remarked, “If you’re using
Python, you’re just taking the easy route. C is where the real work
happens.”

This persistent gendering of technical knowledge contributed to a
broader gatekeeping culture, where expertise was judged by fluency
in obscure or low-level languages rather than problem-solving
ability. Ultimately, this framing reinforced an environment where
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technical competence was assessed through competitive displays
of niche knowledge rather than through practical contributions.

4.2 Inclusion at Hackathons

“Conversations with my team started feeling like com-
petitions, where every comment had to be one-upped
with even more obscure technical knowledge. It seemed
there was a delight in pointing out even the smallest
mistake, no matter how minor, turning the discussions
into constant opportunities for correction. Rather than
collaborative, the interactions became exhausting, with
no room for error or misspeaking—every word was scru-
tinized, and any slip was met with condescension, as-
suming complete ignorance on my part.”

Notes were taken around 2:00 am during a Hackathon
in the East Midlands.

As T attended more hackathons, they became physically and
mentally exhausting. At one event, my team reached the final
round, which required presenting on the main stage. Afterward,
as I returned to the audience, a woman attendee congratulated
me but added, “It must be nice just to sit back and let the guys
handle the technical stuff” Though frustrating, comments like this
highlighted the persistent gendered assumptions at hackathons.
While I could participate and observe the event, I also saw how
women sometimes reinforced these biases, associating technical
expertise with masculinity or deferring to men for key tasks.

Proving my technical abilities to skeptical teammates was a con-
stant challenge. This was a common topic in discussions with
women, many of whom felt femininity lowered their perceived
competence. Chelsea, a lesbian attendee, acknowledged that while
dressing down reduced scrutiny, it often came at the cost of recog-
nition for more feminine-presenting women. My conversations
with Annabel, a hackathon organizer, further clarified this dynamic.
She shared, “Eventually, you get some acknowledgment, but it’s
always, ‘Wow, you really wrote this? ... Hey, you're pretty good
for a girl”” Women’s technical expertise was constantly questioned.
Non-team members often assumed women had not contributed to
the coding, reinforcing the persistent expectation that technical
work was male-dominated.

Another woman with expertise in Artificial Intelligence de-
scribed similar experiences. She explained that people assumed
she relied on graphical user interfaces (GUIs) rather than writing
code. “Interacting with an interface was seen as more acceptable
for women,” she told me, adding, “They didn’t want to know that I
wrote the code” This reinforced the idea that hands-on program-
ming belonged to men, while women were expected to engage in
less technical roles.

Queer attendees also replicated these biases. A queer man named
Bernard, who had formed a team with his boyfriend, was overheard
joking about a female participant’s contribution. After their pre-
sentation, Bernard remarked, “Oh, you did all the talking, but we
all know you didn’t do the real stuff,” referring to the technical
aspects of the project. While some laughed, the dismissiveness of
his comment lingered. Hours later, another team member reflected,
“It was frustrating. She led the coding part of the project, but it was

CHI ’25, April 26-May 01, 2025, Yokohama, Japan

like no one saw that because she’s a woman. It’s not just us doing
this”

Similarly, another queer woman, Nina, recounted how her own
queer peers downplayed her technical contributions. “One of the
other queer women on the team kept saying, ‘Oh, don’t worry, let
them handle the hard coding stuff. I know she didn’t mean it to be
malicious, but it was so frustrating. It felt like they didn’t believe I
could do it. But I've been coding longer than the guys!”

These incidents highlight how queerness does not inherently
disrupt gendered biases about technical competence. Annabel re-
flected on this contradiction: “Even for us [queer individuals], who
experience rejection or hate, we can still do this ourselves [...]
often without realizing it. It’s like there’s this belief that women—
whether queer or not—are somehow not as good with computers.”
Her comment underscored how ingrained sexism can persist, even
in spaces that strive for inclusivity, revealing that technical credi-
bility remains gendered—even among those who might otherwise
challenge dominant norms.

4.2.1  “Toilets for Everyone”.

“T quickly noticed the significance of bathrooms at the
hackathon. The women’s restroom, often relabeled as
gender-neutral or for everyone, became a rare place of
calm and cleanliness. It was one of the few spaces where
women naturally crossed paths, providing a brief respite
from the event’s intensity. Casual conversations in the
restroom became one of the more organic ways to meet
and connect with other women, creating a meaningful
point of interaction in an otherwise male-dominated
environment.”

Observations at my fourth Hackathon in the East
Midlands

Restrooms may not typically be the focus of discussions on
hackathon culture, yet they encapsulate broader gender norms,
shaping experiences of inclusion, safety, and visibility. For queer
individuals and those who defy traditional gender roles, these
spaces carry particular meaning. Likewise, for women, gendered re-
strooms serve as a visible reminder of the gender disparity in atten-
dance. The absence of queues in the women’s restroom was striking.
“It’s kind of weird, isn’t it?” one woman remarked. “Hackathons
are one of the only places where we don’t have to wait!” Such com-
ments, often intended to be playful, underscored women’s minority
status at these events. It was common to overhear, “I thought I was
the only one here!” or (ironically) “Is there a convention for women
today?”—lighthearted but revealing acknowledgments of isolation.

Despite expectations of women’s invisibility, markers of gender
inclusivity were emerging. At two hackathons, the women’s and
accessible restrooms were stocked with free menstrual products—
tampons and pads in branded toiletry bags beneath mirrors. When
I asked about it, one organizer shrugged awkwardly, admitting he
hadn’t been involved but called it a “sensible” initiative. His casual
phrasing suggested a pragmatic, rather than political, approach to
inclusivity.

More striking were the handwritten signs affixed to restroom
doors, reading “All-Gender Toilet!” or “For Everyone,” often deco-
rated with rainbow and pink and blue transgender pride stickers.
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Figure 5: Laptop stickers collected at hackathons.

These temporary, hand-drawn symbols represented a deliberate
effort to create safe, welcoming spaces. I overheard one participant
gesture toward a sign and say, “They actually get it, don’t they?”—a
simple but meaningful acknowledgment of shifting hackathon cul-
ture.

While hackathons remain male-dominated, these gestures—
offering menstrual products, creating inclusive restrooms—reflect a
growing awareness of gender diversity. Organizers’ efforts to ac-
commodate participants’ embodied realities challenge assumptions
of hackathons as exclusively masculine spaces. Though far from
fully inclusive, these small but significant acts signal a shift toward
queering hackathon culture.

4.3 Queering Inclusion at Hackathons

“Seated in the darkened theatre, the stage was brightly
lit with a projector that displayed the hackathon logo be-
hind the lead organizer, who stepped up nervously. His
bright rainbow hair fell across his face, and he flicked
it back repeatedly as he spoke. Wearing a shirt adorned
with pride flags, he attempted to appear relaxed, hands
shoved in his pockets, but his discomfort was clear. He
talked about the event’s code of conduct, stressing that
offensive language and homophobia wouldn’t be toler-
ated, and violators would be kicked out. Despite his
nervousness, his message was firm, reflecting a desire
for inclusivity”

The Opening Ceremony of a hackathon in the West
Midlands

Queer identities were visibly celebrated at hackathons through
LGBTQA+ pride flags displayed on stickers, badges, and lanyards
(Figure 5). Some designs were simple, while others subtly incorpo-
rated pride colors into cartoon illustrations or clothing accessories.
Alongside rainbow flags, trans pride, non-binary, and asexual pride
symbols were frequently seen. One organizer had dyed his hair in a
full rainbow to match the pride flag, a striking contrast to the sleek,
greyscale surroundings and the typically dark, muted clothing of
attendees. Bright colors and pride markers stood out, reinforcing
an inclusive atmosphere where participants felt free to express
themselves and challenge traditional gender norms. This visibility
fostered an environment where queerness and non-conforming
gender expressions could thrive, adding to the sense of openness
that permeated many of the hackathons.

At one event, I had lunch with Anthony, an organizer whose
hoodie was covered in LGBTQA+ badges. Already familiar with him
from prior discussions, I asked about the badges, and he explained
that displaying his identity as a gay man was important to him.
He wanted hackathons to be seen as inclusive spaces and joked,
“I'm wearing so many badges that I practically make a noise when I
walk” While committed to inclusion, Anthony expressed confusion
about why ciswomen felt unwelcome when other gender minorities
did not.

This conversation highlighted a key tension in the intersection of
“geek” and queer cultures—while marginalized masculinities found
common ground, the inclusion of women remained a challenge. De-
spite Anthony’s visible support for queer inclusion, his perspective
underscored the complexity of gender dynamics at hackathons.

4.3.1 Fairies, Spock, and Sexism.
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“Several hours into the hackathon, my focus on building
the interface began to wane. I lifted my eyes from the
screen and let my gaze drift. The loud laughter caught
my attention, and I looked to the right. There, I saw
someone dressed in a way I hadn’t expected: ripped
pink fishnets over black tights, rainbow socks, scuffed
white Doc Martens, a layered black skirt, and a rainbow
corset topped with child’s fairy wings and a cropped
hoodie. They were the source of the laughter, radiating
confidence and clearly at ease with their teammates.”

Notes from my first hackathon, organized in the South
East

Later in the event, I approached the individual from the vi-
gnette above, intrigued by their expressive outfit. They shared
that hackathons provided a rare space to shed the pressure to “dress
like a man” and conform to gender norms. Like comic conventions
(or comicons), these events allowed them to explore trans and fluid
identities without fear of rejection. Here, performative masculinity
was not required—gender-fluid experimentation was encouraged,
provided it retained a “geeky” undertone.

Many hackathon attendees pushed back against hegemonic mas-
culinity, embracing fluid gender expressions in ways rarely ob-
served in other tech spaces. Attending with friends often fostered
a sense of support, creating an atmosphere where non-normative
identities could thrive. However, while queerness was visibly cele-
brated, its acceptance was often contingent on aligning with “geek”
masculinity rather than fundamentally challenging it.

Taylor, a regular attendee, embodied this dynamic. Often wear-
ing vintage-inspired dresses with floral patterns paired with Dr.
Martens and black curled hair, they used fashion to assert their
gender fluidity while rejecting the idea that masculinity was nec-
essary for technical legitimacy. “I feel like when I show up like
this, I'm challenging the whole idea that you have to look like a
stereotypical programmer to be one,” they explained.

Skye, a non-binary participant, also played with gender presen-
tation. At one hackathon, they wore an elaborate blue and white
dress with gloves and stockings but noted that this feminine presen-
tation led to assumptions of lower technical competence. By con-
trast, when attending in a Spock costume, complete with prosthetic
pointed ears, they were treated with deference, as if the character’s
intelligence conferred technical credibility onto them. The stark
difference in reception highlighted the intersection of queerness,
gender presentation, and technical legitimacy in hackathon spaces.

These observations reinforced a key tension: while hackathons
provided space for gender experimentation, they remained teth-
ered to traditional associations between masculinity and technical
skill. Skye’s and Taylor’s experiences demonstrate that even in
environments that encourage self-expression, gender fluidity is
often accepted only to the extent that it does not disrupt the pre-
vailing masculine norms of “geek” culture. While queerness was
visible and even celebrated, its inclusion remained conditional—still
constrained by the structures it sought to challenge.
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5 Discussion

Previous HCI and feminist technology studies have shown that
hackathons privilege young, white male “geek” identities, reinforc-
ing a masculinized hierarchy of technical skill [11, 20, 36]. My find-
ings confirm this but move beyond a simple man/woman dichotomy
by demonstrating that it is femininity—not just women—that is
devalued in these spaces. While hackathons appear inclusive—
celebrating queerness through visible markers such as pride stickers
and gender-fluid attire—this inclusivity remains conditional. My
analysis reveals that queerness is only fully accepted when it aligns
with masculinity, reinforcing prior research in queer HCI [38]. Fem-
ininity, by contrast, is linked to lesser technical competence and
remains a primary site of exclusion.

5.1 Hierarchy, Status, and Power

As highlighted at the beginning of this paper, prior research has
shown that geek masculinity both rejects hegemonic masculinity
and reinforces dominance through technical expertise [24, 36]. My
findings extend such conclusions by demonstrating how hackathon
culture performs and maintains this dominance. Participants assert
technical authority by exhibiting skill and rejecting traditional cor-
porate ideals, positioning intelligence and exclusivity over wealth
and social dominance [20].

However, this alternative masculinity does not inherently “queer”
gender norms [37]. While it may appear to reject much of the super-
ficial appearances of American brogrammer culture, it maintains
rigid gendered hierarchies, particularly by excluding femininity.
Queer participants may be welcomed, but only when they adhere
to masculine-coded technical authority.

5.2 Queerness Without Feminine Inclusion

An additional key contradiction of this work is that queerness is
embraced, yet femininity remains marginalized. Although non-
binary and gender-fluid identities are visible, my findings indicate
that feminine-coded behaviors continue to be read as technically
incompetent—a pattern widely observed in computing cultures
[9, 11].

Moreover, queer individuals do not inherently challenge sexism.
Dunbar-Hester [9] finds that even queer participants may perpetu-
ate gendered assumptions, reinforcing masculine-coded technical
expertise rather than disrupting these power structures. This para-
dox suggests that hackathons do not simply exclude women but
create a hierarchy where queerness is accepted only if its display
and performances align with “geek” masculinity.

5.3 Gendering of Technologies

Beyond social hierarchies, technical artifacts themselves reinforce
exclusion. Previous research has shown that programming lan-
guages, tools, and platforms are implicitly gendered [11, 22]. My
findings confirm this, illustrating how the framing of programming
languages, such as Python, reflects gendered status hierarchies—
with certain languages viewed as “masculine” and more prestigious.

In line with Cheryan [7] et al., I show that the material condi-
tions and spaces associated with computing shape experiences of
inclusion. While gender-inclusive restrooms at hackathons signal
diversity efforts, they often rely on repurposing accessible toilets,
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creating barriers for disabled participants [6]. Similarly, sensory
factors—such as bodily odors—shape who feels a sense of belonging
[15, 30]. These findings highlight how gendered hierarchies are
socially enacted and embedded in hackathon spaces, objects, and
practices.

5.4 Implications

Rather than simply increasing gender diversity, my findings suggest
that a more structural approach is necessary to challenge technical
spaces’ cultural and material conditions. To foster meaningful
inclusivity, hackathons must address:

1. Diversity initiatives should focus on increasing numbers and
challenging assumptions that tie masculinity to technical
authority.

2. Programming languages, coding platforms, and skill hierar-
chies must be critically examined to prevent the reproduction
of gender biases.

3. Inclusivity efforts should account for multiple forms of exclu-
sion, particularly the marginalization of femininity, selective
acceptance of queerness, and accessibility for disabled par-
ticipants.

By tackling these deeper structures, HCI research can contribute
to more transformative approaches to equity in technical environ-
ments.

5.5 Limitations

This study has examined the nuances of gender at hackathons,
though its scope is limited to young people in the United Kingdom, a
relatively privileged segment of global society. The analysis largely
overlooks intersecting identities such as ethnicity and class, despite
scholarship showing how hackathon venues can be dismissive or
hostile to non-white participants, viewing them as security risks
[39]. Additionally, my outward presentation as a ciswoman likely
influenced how hackers discussed or downplayed their queerness.
These limitations could be addressed by involving a more diverse
research team with broader perspectives. Furthermore, the original
focus on women’s exclusion limited a more intentional investigation
into queerness, potentially leaving gaps in understanding the full
spectrum of experiences at hackathons.

6 Conclusion

This study demonstrates that queerness at hackathons does not
inherently disrupt masculinity but is instead shaped by its dom-
inance, often reinforcing rather than dismantling gendered hier-
archies. While hackathons may signal inclusivity through visible
queer representation, my research shows that such inclusion is
conditional, reinforcing masculine-coded technical authority rather
than challenging it.

By shifting the focus from women’s exclusion to the marginaliza-
tion of femininity, this research builds on Dunbar- Hester [9] and
Light [24] by illustrating how queer participants themselves may re-
inforce dominant technical hierarchies rather than dismantle them.
As opposed to disrupting the norms of geek masculinity, queerness
in hackathon spaces is assimilated into existing hierarchies, where
technical legitimacy remains tied to masculinity and femininity is
devalued.

Sian Brooke

This study extends insights by showing that exclusion is not just
enacted socially but also embedded in computing culture’s tools,
spaces, and practices. The gendering of programming languages,
the exclusionary impact of physical environments, and the role of
sensory factors (e.g., odors) in shaping belonging illustrate that
gendered power is embedded in both culture and material design.
These findings expand on Faulkner [11] and Keyes [22] by demon-
strating that technical expertise is gendered in practice and through
the design of computing infrastructures.

For queerness to truly challenge masculinity in hackathon cul-
ture, inclusion must go beyond visibility and address the deeper
structural biases that equate technical competence with masculinity.
Queer representation alone is insufficient if it continues to rein-
force dominant hierarchies rather than subvert them. Disrupting
masculinity in hackathons requires reimagining technical legiti-
macy that does not privilege competition, exclusivity, or masculine-
coded expertise. Future research should explore alternative models
of technical authority that challenge masculine norms, fostering
hackathon cultures where technical skill is decoupled from gen-
dered expectations.

As queer identities and women face increasing barriers to in-
clusion in contemporary society, it is essential that hackathons
and informal technology spaces actively resist these exclusions and
remain open to diverse identities. Beyond simply accommodating
difference, these spaces must foster structural change that chal-
lenges gendered power dynamics in technical culture. Ultimately,
creating more inclusive hackathon spaces demands not only in-
creasing representation but actively dismantling the structures that
privilege masculinity and marginalize femininity within technical
culture.
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