


Games and Society

▪ Games in the Media

▪ Controversial Games

▪ Reactions in Society

▪ Censorship and Control

▪ Microtransactions in Games





Video games have been a part of modern culture in society for over 40

years, but have only recently been embraced by a wide audience of all

backgrounds, genders and ages.

‘Family Friendly’ or gaming as

part of a ‘normal’ lifestyle is a

relatively fresh perspective

judging by the typical media

portrayal of interactive

entertainment.
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However, video games have attracted a lot of negative press during the

last four decades and have been blamed by many for the following:

▪ Causing seizures

▪ Addictions and dependencies

▪ Deterioration of moral standards

▪ Promoting violent behaviour

▪ Degradation of mental health and wellbeing

▪ Decreasing attention spans in children/young adults



This Change4Life advert campaign caused

outcry in 2009, offending the UK games

industry when it was a boost to the

economy in a time of recession.
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Sony issued a statement describing the

negative portrayal of gamers as:

"a serious issue for the video games

industry and one that needs to be dealt

with by the industry as a whole."
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Video games seem to be a perpetually popular target for negative

attention in the media – possibly due to perceived depictions of violence,

especially where the player takes an active role in these actions.

We will look at some case studies in this session.

Note that these are not the only examples of controversial games –

though they are among some of the more high-profile examples that

have not been created explicitly to shock or offend.



Death race



Death Race (Exidy, 1976)

Exidy’s Death Race caused controversy in 1976

with its depiction of violence.

To earn points, players had to run over

pedestrians.



Death Race (Exidy, 1976)

The stick figures were actually supposed to be

skeletons escaping from a graveyard.

Death Race began a general debate about

video game violence which continues to this

day.



Death Race (Exidy, 1976) 





Night Trap (Digital Pictures, 1992)

Night Trap was a game about vampires

attacking a group of teenage girls at a slumber

party.The game was more silly than violent.

It was accused of “endorsing violence”,

featuring heavily in hearings in the US at the

time that investigated the marketing of

videogame violence to minors.
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Mortal Kombat (Midway, 1992)

Midway produced Mortal Kombat to

compete with Capcom’s Street Fighter II.

The concept of gore-filled ‘fatality’

combo moves to finish the loser at the

end of a game was well received by

players, who wanted to show off their

skills to their peers.

Naturally, the media was quick to react to

this celebration of violence.
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Mortal Kombat (Midway, 1992)





Doom (id Software, 1993)

Doom, one of the first and most well-known 3D FPS

games, was created by id Software.

The game features gore and violent combat from a

first person perspective, and was immensely

popular.
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Doom (id Software, 1993)

The Columbine shootings in 1999 were perpetrated

by Eric Harris and Dylan Klebold.

It was reported that Harris was a Doom fan and had

created his own deathmatch maps using the game’s

level editing tools.

The media blamed the incident on influence from

video games, ‘goth’ subculture and heavy metal.
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GTA:San Andreas (Rockstar, 2004)

A third-party mod, known as ‘Hot Coffee’

allowed the player to access hidden files

on the game disc that depicted sexual

acts that were omitted from the game.

The game was withdrawn from sale in

Australia until Rockstar released an

updated version with the relevant files

removed.





Modern Warfare 2 (Infinity Ward, 2009)
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There are countless examples of good quality games that provide

harmless entertainment for millions across the world.

Unfortunately, there are also many games which give the industry a bad

reputation - a significant number of which are relatively easy to obtain.



Some of these titles are intended as parodies or homages but are easily

taken out of context, fuelling the opinions of those with anti-videogame

agendas.



“I remember saying to Fischbach and to Rob Holmes [also of Acclaim],”I

can guarantee you with Night Trap and now Mortal Kombat, we’re all

going to end up in front of Congress”.”

- Howard Lincoln, Chairman, Nintendo of America
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In 1993 Joseph Lieberman, A democrat in

Connecticut became concerned about video game

violence when Bill Andersen, his Chief of Staff,

told him about Mortal Kombat.

Andersen’s nine year old son wanted a console

copy of the game but Andersen refused to get it

due to reports that it was “incredibly violent”.



Lieberman suggested they should get a copy and

see what it was about.

He then proceeded to arrange a hearing on the

marketing of video games. They began on

December 9, 1993.
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A few hours before the hearings, representatives of large game

manufacturers announced they would endorse a rating system.

This timely news was referred to by senators throughout the meetings.

Realistic characters in games were at the forefront of the issues here –

games like Street Fighter II and Doom were seldom mentioned.



In the three months between the first and second hearings, Sega had

suggested that other companies adopt the rating system they had

created for games such as Night Trap, but the industry worked on a new

system.

Additionally, as a result of the hearings, Night Trap had sold out all

across the US.



“Sega wound up selling way more copies of Mortal Kombat, probably as

a result of the hearings. Night Trap came back to life. You know, I sold

50,000 units of Night Trap a week after those hearings.”

- Tom Zito, President of Digital Pictures



Two organizations were formed as a result

of the hearings:

The Interactive Digital Software

Association (IDSA), the games industry’s

own trade association, which would prove

to be very effective when the industry was

under siege.

The Entertainment Software Rating Board

(ESRB), an independent organization to

rate games, was also created.



In response to the hearings, Ed Boon and John Tobias made a

modification to Mortal Kombat 2, adding a new type of finishing move:





Some territories have measures that

attempt to reduce the availability of games

which are perceived to be unnecessarily

violent or contain mature material.

Australia did not have a ‘mature’ age

rating until 2011. Many titles available in

other countries, such as Postal and Marc

Ecko’s Getting Up: Contents Under

Pressure, were banned for their portrayal

of violence or glorifying illegal activities.



A government-commissioned survey of

2226 Australians released in December

2010 found 80 per cent supported the

R18+ rating.



Some examples of regionally-censored games:
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Command and Conquer:

Generals

Left 4 Dead 2 Fallout 3



With online gaming becoming one of the

most popular ways to purchase and play

games, regional restrictions on games are

harder to enforce.

This, along with widespread piracy of

digital media, is viewed by some as a

negative effect of technological evolution.



In 2011, the U.S. Supreme Court refused to

let California outlaw the sale of violent

games to minors.

The state didn’t have enough evidence to

prove that violent video games cause

violence.

The Obama administration wanted

Congress to fund research into violent

video games.
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Former US president Obama asked

Congress to allocate $10 million for a study

by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and

Prevention (CDC) looking at the relationship

between video games, violence in the

media, and gun violence.

The proposed study was one of several

proposals Obama made in an attempt to

address gun violence in the U.S. following a

school shooting in Newtown, Connecticut

in December 2012.
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When we think of controversial games,

many people associate this with in game

content linked to violence.

However, violence is not the only

controversial aspect of videogames.

Controversy comes in many forms, from

in-game content to insidious and

damaging industry practices and even

how consumers respond to media trends

or announcements.





One of the biggest controversial developments in recent times has been 

the integration of microtransaction models, particularly in games that 

are already sold for a price.

A growing topic of debate in the mid-to late 2010s was the number of 

micro transactions featured in games. 



Loot boxes, season passes and

additional paid content have all been

heavily criticised by players.

One of the most public of these

instances was the controversy

surrounding EA’s Star Wars Battlefront

II and it’s ‘pay to win’ approach to game

balancing in 2017.



Microtransactions in games began in free-to-

play mobile apps but have been adopted by

larger publishers and AAA titles and are

increasingly normalised and incorporated

into game design with each passing year.

These have evolved into ‘Season Passes’ in

recent years.



Microtransactions in the form of Loot

boxes have even come under scrutiny

at a government level after reports of

excessive and unauthorized spending.

In 2018 the Netherlands and Belgium

both declared that loot boxes were a

form of gambling in games, and

therefore subject to gambling laws.



Some companies in the games industry have responded to these

accusations, defending their actions. Naturally, this is then reported on

and responded to by consumers, usually in negative ways.

Video of ‘surprise mechanics’





What was once a very niche pastime has grown to become one of the

biggest forms of popular entertainment in the 21st century.

As video games continue to grow in popularity they also become a

larger and more prominent part of modern society.



Games will undoubtedly play a part in shaping our future – for better or

worse – but it is clear at this stage that they are a powerful medium.

A medium with which it is as easy to exploit, offend and segregate as

well as having the power to engage, entertain and educate.






