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This report follows and critically analyses the events of November 2017 during the release of Star Wars Battlefront 2 by EA Games and DICE. The scandal involved the use of play to win lootbox transactions and how it affected gambling laws. It also covers how its public relations was poorly handled in full view of the gamers, customers and media.

The first part is a critical review of the gambling issues and the handling of its social media through its community team. A mixture of theories used by philosophers are added as part of the critical review of the events.  Secondly, a look at potential ideas for future prevention or lowered impact for potential scandals for EA. 

Finally, the recommendations:
· A key weakness is its PR relations with the media and its own customers especially after the reddit fiasco. Also, to introduce for ethical and proactive leadership as it is clear there are errors within the management of EA that led to the scandal.

· Secondly, a new independent body for gamers to be able to make complaints, questions and a link to clearer communication with developers on feedback and general news updates. 

· Thirdly, the legal team of EA Games and other developers to work closely with government agencies to prevent possible future issues and look to avoid gambling along with other potential issues that local cultures and society may take an offense to. 































Introduction

This report will look further into the EA games loot box scandal which will allow further insight as to why the scandal took place through a critical review of how it became an issue for its gamers or consumers along with how it affected its stakeholders from other competitors to government and law enforcement agencies across the globe. EA games are based in redwood city, California and own many subsidiaries in a long line of acquisitions and takeover of various gaming studios and hold many licenses on creating video games. (EA, 2018) 
The company itself has had several previous controversies and questionable ethics in how it runs and operates its business practices. A few examples being that the company was voted as the worst company in America (Goldfarb, 2013) Manipulating ratings for several of its own games released on the mobile platforms with Apple, Play Store (Android) and Windows store, and the treatment of its employees being forced to work up to 100 hours a week and not being paid overtime at all (Feldman, 2004)

The objectives: The first aim of this assignment is to examine closely the scandal, how it was determined that that loot boxes as form of progression and the gambling side of microtransactions along with the CSR of EA. Secondly, to look how the gamers and free speech of EAs products have been manipulation. Finally, to look at future suggestions of how EA and other games manufacturers can regulate how they monetise future releases of games without violating laws and customs to those who buy video games

[bookmark: _Toc514247624]1.Critical Review

[bookmark: _Toc514247625]1.1 How did the scandal happen?

As mentioned in the introduction, there is previous history to EA with regards to controversies in the past and how it has shaped the reputation with players and the media. The EA lootboxes scandal begun prior to its release in November 2017, where the progression system for the release of Star Wars Battlefront: 2 was created to make lootboxes the main form of reward through playtime and special assignments through multiplayer gameplay which took over 40 hours unlocked researched by an early access player who posted on reddit (2017)
As covered in the presentation, the lootboxes themselves, the gambling issue within the games, the media response and the lack of concern for the consumer despite the feedback to DICE and EA are why it had such an impact in the mainstream media along with potential changes in laws and how it caught the attention of Wall Street and different government agencies. 

[bookmark: _Toc514247626]1.2 Gambling issues

The aspects of play-to-win have only recently been introduced to the games industry with the introduction of online multiplayer gaming which has seen rapid rise to different genres of gaming. Notable games such as CS: GO, Overwatch and Rainbow Six Siege have seen a massive rise in competitive and professional leagues where bets can be placed on matches (Coral, 2018). Whilst betting itself has been regulated through approved gambling sites, the random items given to players once purchased through virtual currency is completely by chance. To gain better items or characters, microtransactions can be purchased using money which EA used as a now common strategy in monetisation for many games developers. 

Griffiths (2015) defines that the lootboxes themselves are identified as a form of gambling and that it is purely luck that players will be able to obtain the items they wish to have. The game age rating for Star Wars Battlefront 2 is 16 (PEGI, 2017) and that the average age for gambling is defined as 18 years of age within the European union and across many parts of the globe.  After it was put to the attention of the mainstream media, it was subject of attention from different lawmakers and politicians. Hawaii’s representative of house Chris Lee has put forward a series of bills to the supreme court to regulate and create possible sanctions against the sale of lootboxes in future. 

Friedman’s view on businesses it that it has a duty that is only for itself. It is that as an ‘artificial person’ and would therefore not be tied to moral and custom ethics.  However, the business should be able to conform to the laws and customs of the countries they serve.  In this case, it is favourable that EA games put the effort to create profit using a current industry trend, but it did so whilst not complying and possibly flouting the laws to enable itself to satisfy the company targets.  Carroll’s (1979) CSR theory would concur that the economic side of EA is being fulfilled but the social side of not being responsible to its players exposing underage gambling along with the fact it failed to uphold its legal obligations of being a responsible developer.  EA have recently declared that its own lootboxes as not gambling and that it is perfectly ethical to use (IGN, 2018)

According to Michael et al. (2017) the rise of social casinos and gaming on mobile platforms would help encourage gambling behaviour among young users. The research in the journal presents opportunities as a method of helping to overcome addiction and being able to help as a substitute a money free example. The negatives of which demonstrate the fact that lootboxes and elements of gambling are easily accessible.  It is the negatives that reflect strongly and how it conflicts with the law as the games are targeted for 16 and over. (PEGI, 2018) 

The Belgian minister of justice Koen Geens had expressed that if the lootboxes violate gambling laws, action would be taken to work on banning lootboxes in future video games. From this, it sparked debates and investigations from nations in Europe and across the globe in to the validity of lootboxes themselves (Chalk, 2017) 
A clause worth mentioning that in the EA code of ethics (2017) ‘Consumers or Gamers’ would be highly respected and uphold respective consumer law, however it has been so far as irresponsible to the consumer. This would coincide with both Friedman and Carroll’s theories on ethics.



1.3 [bookmark: _Toc514247627]Listening to the Gamers

It is worth mentioning the current 2 games released by EA and Dice over the past two years, both have failed to take into account the fans to whom it sells the games. A comparison of which is that the original games back in 2003 (SW Battlefront) and 2005 (SW Battlefront 2) which had given an overall score 9.1 of 10 between the two and how it was a massive success for Pandemic Games. The company was bought by EA in 2007 and was shortly closed after as part of an asset stripping the competition.  The series reboot of battlefront by EA and Dice in its first instalment of 2015 had only accumulated an aggregate score of 5.0 of 10 as it was highly anticipated by its fans and had been disappointed by its lack of originality, content and the inclusion of lootboxes along with microtransactions. 

According to different gaming forums, EA had been heavily focusing on pushing for its agenda for monetisation practices and not for the needs of its own consumers. Many gamers would prefer to use the original series as a blueprint and a form of recreating the games created many years ago by Pandemic. The game itself was in some media and gamer’s views ‘completed’ and customers were not sold a half-finished product.  Secondly, the reddit fiasco which had created the uproar with regards to the defence of lootboxes, it had fuelled enmity against EA for having instigate its lootbox progression system and how the community manager did not attempt to build bridges with any concerns noted by the player. Another issue was the corruption and manipulation that the EA community manager Mat Everett had offered to Reddit moderators to influence player views on the game for the removal of negative comments and the promotion of positive reviews. 
The community manager along with several other moderators was banned from reddit after evidence of corruption was brought to the attention of the websites management. 

Theoretically, it seems to be the case that the community manager was acting on the best interests of the company following the best foot forward of utilitarianism (Bentham, 2009) the community manager’s post on reddit detailed that the lootboxes themselves would give the player ‘a sense of pride and accomplishment’ (Everett, 2017) over competing and earning items as part of the single and multiplayer experience.  It did not address the fact the lootboxes themselves were available to be purchased through actual currency and therefore not addressing some user’s questions on why and how it was pay to play. 

The corruption that was played out by an EA member of staff which is prohibited by the company code of conduct shows that it could have been made from an act of desperation, as a manager it could determined under Sternberg’s theory that it is not due to a lack of IQ but more to the lack of personal ethics that the manager wanted to achieve his goals of player outreach. 
It could be reflected that from Carroll’s CSR pyramid that the social and philanthropic sections that any form of free speech by EA’s own customers would be quashed in order for business gains. 
Johnson (1994) states that the internet as social and technological construct believes that the internet has a place in which everybody who has access to the internet would hold an inherent democratic right to freedom of speech. It could be identified from this that the community manager was looking to restrict the right to free speech and fulfil his business goals of creating a demand by blocking the freedom of opinion. A further argument to back up this theory is that Klein (1999) states that the most important aspect to communication is unfiltered, unmediated and uninstitutionalised. 

EA based on the theory presented, is to close out unfavourable media to create the best demand for the game possible during the last quarter of the year for Christmas sales. A point to mention is the social media part of the code of ethics for EA, which states that what is written on social media reflects heavily on its reputation.  The community manager took what he felt was the best option for his company in his response and how he tried to influence gamer’s views. 

[bookmark: _Toc514247628]2.  Logical Solutions to avoid future scandals and impact

After the way the lootbox scandal had occurred, the backlash and how EA had reacted to the controversy, some issues have to be addressed for the future of video games and how different companies monetises its own properties. Also, how it communicates with its customers in a an appropriate manner. 

[bookmark: _Toc514247629]2.1 Government Regulation on Consoles and PC

There are many different agencies across the globe who review, monitor and rate games such as the Pan European Gaming Institute, ESRB and BBFC as an example who determine the age rating of content along with elements in games such as sexual conduct, gambling, foul language and violence. (BBFC, 2018)

However, they do not monitor microtransactions and lootboxes. Over 40 countries across the world have vented their feelings on the subject most notably the Netherlands, Belgium, USA and the UK. As well as laws being forbidding under-age gambling, it is worth a possibility that each future release of any game is investigated by law enforcement agencies that would comply with all laws and follows the guidance set by the review agencies and to be approved before release. 

[bookmark: _Toc514247630]2.2 Alterations of CSR in EA.

Not only did the corporation find trouble with its lootbox system and broke laws across different countries of its selling audience, it is also how it failed to focus on the treatment and being able to listen & react of its own customers after voicing their discontent on the focus of monetisation in the game. 

The attitudes presented through the community team show a strong showing the ethics of Friedman and Sternberg of focus driving a hard line with a lack of ethics and the aim of producing as much profit as much as possible. A culture change is needed from the top to the bottom (Trevino and Nelson, 2007) 

To change this image, it could be possible for EA to create a social initiative as fulfilling part of its social and philanthropic fulfilling segment as part of its CSR pyramid.
EA could look to create a central culture of philanthropy as they generate enough profit per year to give as part of its moral development (Kohlberg, 1971) Secondly, there is scope for socially-responsible which is targeted at younger audiences and can be implemented through an engagement plan or through a corporate restructuring and public relations. (Keohane, 1999)

From putting in a socially-responsible product as part of its range, they can be able to assure customers they are looking at their best needs to heart and that it complies with future laws (Koehn, 1999)

[bookmark: _Toc514247631]2.3 Independent Gamer Representation

In nearly every industry, there is a representative body who look after customers, their rights and needs depending on the business e.g. the Institute of Customer Service, Passenger Focus (UK Government, 2018) In light of the lootbox scandal and how its community team handled the negative press and how it responded to the players comments, there is no official representation for gamers and how they can communicate for themselves to games companies over certain issues. 

As part of the recent investigations in to lootboxes and protecting players, a commission or independent body could be created to allow for Gamer’s rights to be protected, a communication channel for gamers to express opinions freely to developers concerning future releases. As a highly emerging industry and a defined concept of art and media, it would require some regulation as gaming has a wide arrange of platforms to operate. (Qutee, 2018)

[bookmark: _Toc514247632]Conclusion

In summary, the lootbox scandal cost not only just money but reputation, credibility and loss of a large customer base in a strong competitive market that is difficult to enter (Porter, 1980) However, the lack of supervision on the in-game mechanics of not only Star Wars Battlefront but on other games such as Overwatch and CS:GO has demonstrated the lack of control and that any government supervision up until now shows how little impact governments have online gambling and in gaming. 

Secondly, the lack of ethical and clear decision making on EA’s leadership show that as a large developer, second in structure only on market share in the world. Share strong links to Sternberg’s ethics and a close resemblance of a strong capitalist viewpoint of Friedman shows the measure the company has taken as much revenue possible after a sale of a game. 

To this day, EA still refuses to acknowledge that its lootbox system is non-gambling and non-illegal to an underage customer. It will continue to place lootboxes as a future use but in a fun way (Carter, 2018) The scandal is still unclear in how regulators and government will restrict issues such as these in gaming, but it is certainly taken its toll on the games industry as well as EA. 

[bookmark: _Toc514247633]Recommendations

For EA games to avoid another catastrophe that it suffered during the lootbox scandal, it would need to need to change and implement a new CSR plan in order to account for all areas of the pyramid. A key weakness is its PR relations with the media and its own customers especially after the reddit fiasco. Also, to introduce for ethical and proactive leadership as it is clear there are errors within the management of EA that led to the scandal.

Secondly, a new independent body for gamers to be able to make complaints, questions and a link to clearer communication with developers on feedback and general news updates. 

Thirdly, the legal team of EA Games and other developers to work closely with government agencies to prevent possible future issues and look to avoid gambling along with other potential issues that local cultures and society may take an offense to. 
[bookmark: _Toc514247634]Self- Reflection

Upon beginning this module, there were many scandals in business that’s happens across the world nearly every day. However, there was the EA lootbox scandal which drew my attention as a gamer due to the way it had been handled and how gamers are viewed by society as social recluses who offer nothing to the world including the topics of games inspiring violence, sexism and how it is not considered as an art concept. As games industry is one of the fastest growing in the world and has become an everyday feature in not only consoles but on various other platforms as well. 

Presentation

I was very nervous this this presentation as it not a usual topic that I would cover neither in a more literal event involving theories from philosophy, however I was glad I could have the opportunity to present a long-time passion of mine. Caroline did put me in a good spot to be able to present. I felt that when it came to opinions on the events of the scandal, I felt I need to present a light on a wide array of philosophers as it is hard to be determined what is a right view or wrong. I was glad to be able to answer all questions given to me by Caroline. 

Report

As I begun this report, I had found difficulty with what to write and the challenge of not repeating the presentation. However, I felt there many issues and potential future actions that very much appealed to me. I enjoyed looking at the views of different gamers along with the views of the media; having to present the critical evidence alongside the theories was interesting. I liked being able, as a student and a gamer to suggest future preventions and recommendations, also being able to focus on my values and how to interpret opinions. Overall, a very enjoyable experience.
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