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Summary 

This dissertation will explore the methods used by game developers to monetise their games. It will look at the payment models, as well as how they might affect the games design. Following this, it will look at how companies and their techniques effect the consumer, who the consumer might be as well as potential psychological developments and mental health. 
With the aim of giving insight into the devices and their usage, you as the reader can develop your own feelings and opinions on whether game Publishing companies hold responsibility over the consumers they target, or whether a human’s actions are solely their own responsibility.  












Introduction

In relation to digital games in the modern day – the relationship between marketing, sales , game content and their effects on people in the real world.  

The gaming Industry is a multi-billion-dollar industry, it covers a range of digital platforms and publishers utilize all forms of advertising in order to market their games, such as - Tv, Magazines, Social media, Youtube and so on, which means it has huge global platforms on which to reach into the lives of consumers while optionally not concerning itself with socio-economic backgrounds. Advertising has never been so accessible, being cheaper than ever, yet more money is spent on Advertising now than ever before. Youtube and social media sites are free to use, which allows a greater range of companies to advertise their games while, information that is reduced from your own online searches in search engines is then sold onto Companies that want consumer data, which allows them to more accurately target the consumers they want. (Experian.co.uk, 2018) Sharing consumers personal internet search history gives companies insights into their consumers personal desires and needs, that information is then used to create focus-based adverts or in the case of games – target based content, that accounts for socio-economic status, age, interests etc. and to provoke a desired reaction from the consumer, such as a purchase. 
Where a lot of money is involved, a lot of people will be affected in one way or another. This means that the companies who disseminate these products do indeed effect those who use them, but how much of what is affected can a company be held responsible for – and should companies, after a trade has taken place concern themselves with what happens to their consumers.
This paper will look at a range of games and the strategies developers and publishing companies implement to create a steady stream of revenue, in reaching specific target audiences and some of the moral implications that are connected to these strategies or techniques / methods that can end up targeting vulnerable people. People of different ages will be targeted by these methods so, the relevance of age in marketing games will also become prevalent. 
Given the digital nature of this topic, much of the sources used are online articles, as well as observations from the games themselves. Later observations into Psychological aspects hold sources from relevant studies that have been published in books.
Much of what is talked about are games , you might notice less cited references when compared to the medical studies toward the end of the paper , as the best source of reference when talking about a specific game, is that game itself. 
Every game spoken about I have personally played and observed, while taking notes on devices used. This guarantees my information about specific games is entirely accurate as they are observations drawn from the games themselves. 
I’ve tried to maintain some balance in my sources, without relying too heavily on either online sources or books.














Chapter 1 
Marketing

Marketing Strategies

Firstly looking at the basic marketing strategies many game companies use on a daily basis , there are games you pay for outright – a one of payment for a completed game , games you pay a monthly subscription for – a recurring payment for full access to the game, these games receive regular updates to content that keeps the game fresh which aims to encourage long term subscriptions , there are games that are completely free with the option of a paid subscription , and games that are completely free that earn money through other means – such as selling in game items for real world money ,and selling game merchandise. Any of these models can overlap. The content and purpose of the game itself will often dictate the methods used to sell the game and the payment models implemented into the game itself. Common marketing and commercial devices used by big game developers to part people with far more money than is justifiable can end up having big impacts on people’s lives, and even if it doesn’t, the moral ground upon which these practices sit is entirely grey, a fact that will be highlighted further on.
Games being released as ‘Complete’ but having cut content is one such questionable method. Where the actual completed game will be named Premium Edition or Deluxe Edition in order to make the consumer feel like they are buying extra, high quality content. In the game development stage, the game itself will be completed, parts of the games content will then be removed from the standard game to be sold as extra content or not even removed, simply locked from being accessed without paying extra money. So, these Premium and Deluxe editions are simply the completed game, and the standard purchase option is an incomplete one.  
This is common practice amongst the big game publishers such as Electronic Arts and Ubisoft, the practice evolved from genuine additional content – that could be bought to extend or expand on a games experience, for people who love a game and want more – whereas now, its for people who want the complete experience from the start. This does not mean the publishers will not release further downloadable content in the future, which even people who bought the ‘Premium Edition’ will still have to pay for – it is worth noting Premium editions are usually over double the price of the base game, but lack double the content to a gross extent.  It is possible to play these new games and consider them as completed, that the extra purchasable content is exactly that, but the truth is that it is not extra content but rather cut content. 
To summarise, the games themselves get made by developers (complete games) , then the publishers or investors review the game and highlight areas to be accessed behind another pay wall, in the form of DLC (downloadable content) and Micro-transactions – a name given by marketers to make it more digestible by consumers. 


Marketing – payment models 

Another common practice is for publishers to – prolong a games experience artificially, an example of this can be described in the following way , as the player may cut down trees in a game for in-game money; each tree takes three seconds as the developer intended , publishers might view this and force developers to increase the time to twenty seconds instead of three… this then makes farming the resource tedious. With the result being that the player may prefer to buy wood with cash than be party to the task itself. This is designed to take advantage of each player’s individual impatience and provide instant gratification, this purchase is called a “time saver”, which is a form of micro-transaction to hasten progress within a game.  
Freemium games, are games that anyone can download and play without any initial cost. Games such as these can make their money in a variety of ways such as the “time saver” method, as well as many other methods which I’ll explain here - that vary in their moral and ethical ambiguity. 
One such method is cosmetic items, in-game cosmetics that can make a player stand out more than other players which is bought using real world money. There is a case of an in-game items costing over $635,000 USD, this is actually for a piece of virtual real-estate in a game but this shows how much people will sometimes pay in order to lord over others virtually. (Molloy, Dias and Lyons, 2018) So, these sorts of payments which can range anything from $1 to, $635k (which someone did in fact pay) (Molloy, Dias and Lyons, 2018) support the free game or ‘freemium’ – payment model that is used by many games, and explains why this model has boomed in popularity amongst publishers in recent years. 
Present day games have become money streams for many Publishers, and over many years can create a steady cash flow, drawing more and more money out of the people who play them. To prevent people from losing interest, more cosmetics are periodically added – at a very small cost to the publisher. The development cost of cosmetics is nothing compared to the mass of income just a single piece can generate. 
Another method for generating money similarly to what was said about prolonging the game experience artificially, is to make the game utterly time consuming to play on an entirely different level. Clash of Clans for example, is a popular free mobile game, I can’t even tell you how long it would take to complete – as nobody has bothered to calculate it , but I can give an indication of time – seeing that one upgradable structure called ‘The Queen’ to reach level 30 takes 157 days, that is assuming you constantly have the resources which would allow you to upgrade her ready to use, which you will not. This is just one upgradable item out of hundreds in the game. Completing the game naturally through normal gameplay isn’t feasible, it would take years of playing, and before you’d get close to completing the game, more content will have been added to extend that time. You can however complete the game very quickly with enough money, but it would cost you tens of thousands of pounds.  




Crowdfunding

Crowdfunding allows many people to buy into the concept of a game, at varying levels of development, and at varying levels of investment - a creator may seek funding for a project this way. Recently, there has been a huge trend in ‘Early Access Titles’ , these are games that are yet to be officially released as complete games , and so this offers the players to get in on the ground level and to influence the development of the game through communicating feedback to developers. This also gives developers opportunity to promise game features, to sell their game purely based on promises made and concepts that may or may not come into fruition. Any person who buys an early access titles does so knowingly, and they forfeit their right to a refund when the game is finally released as completed – but is still not completed. Though the developer’s reputation would be ruined, they can effectively walk away and pocket all the money they made due to the promise of a better product. 
One such relative game is Star Citizen, as this title covers such a wide range of strategies and topics, I will talk about it more than other games. It is I would argue the most relevant case of modern marketing in gaming for a few reasons that I will go over here. 
This game is yet to release, and the developers are still working on the game, but many people now feel uneasy as it has been in development for over 6 years and the game itself is missing much of what is promised, but technically the developers could cease development at any moment and pocket all the money that has been invested so far. Along with the fact it is impossible to take the company to court and to get refunds on game items ‘pledged for’ , as you technically do not ‘buy’ any items. One man spent over $4,495 in backing Star Citizen spanning from 2013 to 2018, since the game has not been released, he wanted a refund and took the Cloud Imperium Games (the development company) to court. He quickly lost the case, where the Judge ruled in favour of the defendant – as there is an arbitration clause within the end-user licences agreement, that prevents anyone from taking RSI (Robert Space Industries) to court for a refund. (Gault, 2018)
This is another common practice seen amongst companies, where you as a buyer, do not actually buy the game and its contents, you only buy a license to use said contents and so technically have little to no rights in terms of ownership and expectations. Companies withhold the rights to deny you access to their games at any time, regardless of how much money you might have invested in the game.  This in turn gives companies complete creative freedom which is beneficial for them, to make or break their game and the game you may have installed on your pc – as they wish. This frees them from liability should they wish to close their servers that host online activity and no longer host the game. 
Star Citizen is particularly interesting as it is the largest crowd funded game in history, the latest figures I can source are from the 17th of November 2018 at over $200 million raised (Yin-Poole, 2018). Most developers offer a release timeline, saying something such as “we hope to have a full release in 12 months’ time” , but Star Citizen has a new release date every year, where Chris Roberts (the founder) pushes the release back every year, this has been the case for almost four years. Chris once stated that if the game was not released by 2016, he would release CIG’s (the studio he owns) financials, in order to display where all this money was being spent. It is 2018 and he has not done so. 


What we are mainly interested in though is the marketing strategies CIG have been using underneath being an early access title. To play the game right now, you need to invest or ‘donate’ at least £45 to get your hands on a Ship in game (It’s a space game, you fly space ships), this is the cheapest possible ship, and this does not buy you the rights normally associated with a sale, as this is deemed as a donation, or pledge of support. Star Citizen is set to have hundreds of flyable ships, many of which have not been made, but have been designed in concept. The option exists to pledge money to a concept ship that is currently not flyable – which may potentially never be created and released, if the development of the game ceases. The money however remains with CIG indefinitely. 
The amount of money you can pledge on an imaginary concept for a digital ship in Star Citizen - for the biggest ships the game has to offer, is well over £1200, but there is no limit to the amount you can spend on these ships if you wanted more than one. It’s also been noted that these ships will one day, be attainable in game – for free, merely through playing the game and earning in-game currency, you can work your way up to buying bigger and better ships, pledging money now is merely a ‘time saver’ that allows you to skip the grind of accumulating that in-game currency  – a term used by gamers that is defined as , repetitious actions that progress you through the game.
What CIG does on a regular basis now, is release new ships and new concepts – the game itself is far from completion in terms of performance. Many aspects of the game need fixing and fleshing out, many of the backers would think that getting the game to a playable state before releasing more ship concepts would be a greater issue.  These ships are available for purchase, much like before, and these ships are often better than ships that were promised earlier in the development. This of course creates a situation where people who pledged for ship Y now want ship X , because X is better. If Y cost the same as X you use to be able to simply exchange them in your ship list, or if ship Y is £20 cheaper than ship X – all you need to do is pay £20 and trade in your old ship for the new one.  
Now however, CIG mark certain ships or packages as ‘War bond’ purchases, this means they can only be bought with new money – not money you’ve already pledged. They sometimes release new packages with cosmetic items and other incentives to entice new pledges, but by far the most effective strategy that’s recently been deployed is selling ships with lifetime insurance as War bond purchases.  Much like cars or items in real life, you pay insurance to protect them from loss in case of damage etc , if your ship blows up in Star Citizen - and you do not have insurance, then you will lose your ship permanently. This is by no means unheard of, but it is effectively converting real world mechanisms into digital space, along with the real-world monetary implications that go with them. 
People who backed the game very early on all received life time insurance on all their ships, whereas now, life time insurance for your ship is only attainable through war bond purchases. This means if you trade ship Y for ship X and pay £20, you will not receive lifetime insurance, but if you buy ship X for its full ‘£200’ price tag you will receive life time insurance on it. This encourages people who are already backers to make new full pledges, drawing more revenue from what was a drying revenue stream. 














Chapter 2 
Psychology of 
Gaming

Psychology of gaming 

This is largely to do with investing in a dream, it is why the game repeatedly gets money thrown at it by thousands of people. They are investing in all the promises that get made and in the potential of the games concept. Managing and maintaining the public perception of said dream then you could say, is more important at this point than doing any development work for CIG. As long as the dream isn’t a nightmare then people will continue to invest and make donations to the campaign. 
Ben Lesnick is a man who is now the Director of Community Engagement and Content Strategy at CIG Los Angeles. He began as a superfan of Chris Roberts, running a fan site for one of Chris Roberts older games called Wing Commander, the spiritual predecessor to Star Citizen. Seeing Ben’s passion, Chris brought Ben onboard at CIG as a community manager. Ben, along with other members of the old fan group then became the new volunteer moderators for Star Citizens forums. 
This in turn allows CIG to control much of the narrative that was voiced online. These moderators often deleted posts and banned people from voicing criticism on the Star Citizen forum. Not before those expressing concern were often verbally attacked, akin to a cult or religious people expressing their dislike of someone questioning their beliefs. However, outward appearance looks positive because of this fanaticism, which in turn further encourages new pledges to show support. With so much invested in the game, it is of course within all the backer’s interests for the game to succeed, which also encourages them to confront any negativity posted online with optimism or defensive anger. 
It is also worth noting that, micro-transactions in early access games are very much frowned upon by gamers. Whereas in Star Citizen currently, every purchase other than your initial £45 could be considered a micro-transaction. It is yet another way in which Star Citizen is taking the normal conventions of game marketing and establishing new rules. 
Moving on from Star Citizen now, lastly, a game mechanic and microtransaction method known as Loot boxes, usually there will be very slow methods in game which allow you as the player to earn these , but the main source of obtaining them is through using real world money, this encompasses many different types of microtransactions into one – ‘lucky dip’. A box could contain cosmetics, it could contain ‘time savers’, it could contain avatars (profile images) etc. anything that would be nice or beneficial to have in the game itself. This method of obtaining said items is however a pure gamble, you may or may not get what you consider to be your moneys worth, but if you are unlucky there is nothing you can do about it – much like a slot machine in an arcade, or betting in Las Vegas. The reason I draw these comparisons is to highlight the moral and ethical implications of making this accessible to children – or even specifically targeting children with it. 




Mental Health - Addiction

There have been uncountable articles on the negative effects of addiction in general and how it negatively impacts people’s lives. This is a topic that has been hotly debated, it’s been brought up in court cases, held headlines in the Guardian and with the BBC, Belgium outright classes Loot Box systems in games as child gambling. 
A House of Commons committee has announced plans to investigate the growth of “immersive and addictive technologies”, to advise the government on how to create policy and regulation that can protect the public from the negative effects of digitisation and “gamification (Hern, 2018)
The Telegraph even had an article titled “Video games that offer random rewards to children linked with problem gambling, study finds.” Many of the aspects associated with advertising towards children are utilized in selling these loot boxes in games, of course, the same advertising tools work on many adults, bright, colourful, fun – using buzz words that invoke a sense of bettering yourself, impressing the world around you. Pressuring children into ‘needing’ a thing, craving, essentially forming addictions. 
 “Using smart phone is seen common among young people more than others. Because of many features, smart phone is commonly used by young people. These features include emotional functions which are creating autonomy within the family, creating a source of entertainment” (Choiz, 2012).
The current generations of people are being raised on fast lifestyles, where your phone can attend to many of your wants and needs, because of this upbringing and reliance on technology – these young people are more likely to come into contact with harmful addictive games. 
According to the University of New Mexico, recent studies suggest that 6 to 15 percent of all gamers exhibit signs that could be characterized as addiction (PsychGuides.com, 2018)
Which doesn’t seem like much, but there are billions of gamers – the industry itself supposedly generated $108 billion in revenue in 2017 according to NewZoo who are a ‘Global games market intelligence firm’ , they also stated the number of active gamers in 2017 is 2.2billion and of those gamers , 1 billion of them actual pay for the pleasure. (McDonald and 2017, 2018)
This gives some scope to the potential number of people effected by gaming addiction, as well as how many people digest marketing strategies and advertising while looking back at these morally grey sale strategies, we can get a sense of the impact these can have on a global scale. Games are a form of escapism; they are things that people can turn to in order to escape from the harshness of reality. Correlations can be made between gaming addiction and any form of drug addiction, there are health implications, financial implications and social implications.
As people once did during the industrial revolution and beyond, as well as today, many escape realities through substance abuse, the king amongst these is alcohol – and gaming shares many similarities if we look at the more extreme end of gaming addiction. Yet, as a society we have few qualms about allowing children on these seemingly harmless games – specifically the ones that entice addiction, such as Clash of Clans and Candycrush , and brand themselves in such a way as to appeal to children to begin with.


Gaming Disorder

The World Health Organization officially added Gaming disorder to its 11th Revision of the International Classification of Diseases in September 2018 (Icd.who.int, 2018) 
PRIOR RESEARCH HAS IDENTIFIED the existence of addictive Internet use, which has been associated with significant social, psychological, and occupational impairment.2 Addicts in this study used the Internet an average of 38 hr per week for nonacademic or nonemployment purposes, which caused detrimental effects such as poor grade performance among students, discord among couples, and reduced work performance among employees. This is compared to nonaddicts who used the Internet an average of 8 hr per week with no significant consequences reported. Predominantly, the interactive capabilities of the Internet such as chat rooms or on-line games were seen to be the most addictive. This type of behavioral impulse control failure, which does not involve an intoxicant, was seen as most akin to pathological gambling. Therefore, a formal term utilized in this article is pathological Internet use (PIU) to refer to cases of addictive Internet use. 
(S. Young and C.Rodgers, 1998)
The above quote clearly states the psychological connection between pathological gambling, and addictive Internet use.  
A child previously accessed his parents’ phone to play the game Clash Royal, a sister game to Clash of Clans developed by the same company and spent £6000 on microtransactions without the parent’s knowledge. The bank account details were connected to iTunes and in turn the iPhone. (Thubron, 2018) ‘COC’ is a game that is enjoyed by people of all ages, many players are over the age of sixty, which shows that there is massive age range when it comes to online games. Which would suggest that age appropriate content will almost certainly be accessed by inappropriate ages. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Where it is not safe to suggest companies take responsibility for who plays their games, companies do have some level of ethical obligation in terms of how they market their game or promote their content. 

Mental Health - Depression 

There is a blatant correlation between addiction and depression, not specific to gaming or the internet – however Internet specific studies have been done that support the correlation (S. Young and C.Rodgers, 1998) Knowing this , companies still target children in their advertising and branding , while pushing gambling with real world money as an in-game feature.  Becoming addicted to gambling as a child will affect the transition into adult hood, 
Overuse of video games can be tied to a plethora of different issues, links to depression can be seen when looking at the how much a person plays games. Some issues include – lower academic achievement (Anand, 2007; Gentile, Lynch, Linder & Walsh, 2004) more alcohol consumption (Ream, Elliott & Dunlap, 2011), and conduct problems (Holtz & Appel, 2011).
Where - said video game has heavy gambling elements, the above issues can be attributed to child gambling, and as a child grows up, those issues could manifest themselves in more serious or severe ways. It is unusual were I to connect a child with increased alcohol consumption, but I will say that as a child grows up, they’ll be more likely to consume more alcohol with a supporting gambling addiction. (Anand, 2007; Gentile, Lynch, Linder & Walsh, 2004) (Holtz & Appel, 2011) (Ream, Elliott & Dunlap, 2011). 
There are profound and serious connections to be made, through what on the surface looks like typical marketing and branding as well as sales strategies – connecting these to the age of a potential consumer, then analysing the potential outcome of that consumers life as they grow up. We get a sense for the trickledown effect created by behaviours that developed whilst playing games as a child. 
In an interview with a man named Ian 
“I was working, I had a family, so it was a slow progression,” he says. “But then – and it sounds really weird when I say it now – I started thinking about it at work, and the first thing I’d do when I got home was start drinking and start up the internet and game.” (Reynolds, 2018)
He further explains Ian’s addiction to gaming got so bad that, eventually, he ended up losing his family and job. “I just wasn’t there – I was there in body in the house, but I wasn’t looking after my children,” he says. “I wasn’t there for them.” (Reynolds, 2018). This is a man, who didn’t grow up with the addiction, the effects on people who grow up with it to the degree in which it is currently available, has yet to be seen. 

Conclusion

Marketing is a tool, with its ultimate goal being to influence or manipulate a person’s thoughts and emotions – in the attempt to provoke a desired response from the consumer. We can observe then, from evidence provided, that marketing can have a profound effect on a person’s psyche, and drive people to engage in actions and habits that can be potentially harmful to themselves or others. In light of this, we can draw the conclusion that companies who use marketing as the tool it is intended to be, hold much of the responsibility for a person’s actions as a result of it. If those actions lead to developing harmful habits, it’s reasonable to suggest the company holds some blame for inflicting that harm. 
It is unreasonable to suggest that a consumer is solely responsible for their own actions, when advertising and marketing is essentially forced into their lives, without that persons expressed consent. Furthermore , vulnerable people, such as children , the older generation , and those with mental health handicaps , who are exposed to these manipulative practices are far more likely to develop harmful habits as a result, and companies who purposefully target these audiences are almost entirely to blame for the negative outcomes that are a result from it. 
Gaming in its nature is addictive, it’s a form of escapism, a preferred reality, and when paired with strategies discussed in this paper, it can form a truly destructive device that can lead to serious mental health issues.
The fact that these devices are often utilized by vulnerable people, further highlights the need for publishers to be held to higher account for damage that they sometimes inflict. 
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