Why I want to research dying trends in the video game industry (3000words)



This is a 3000-word essay explaining why I want to do an 8000-word essay on researching dying trends within the video game industry, if you did not know over the years certain video games or types of video games would fade from popularity or have similar patterns within that same time period. This essay supports the reasoning behind research into this area of games design, by using examples such as video games called RTS (Real Time Strategy) games.  Additionally, this research will investigate links to other trends within the video game industry, whilst also giving some answers to other game genres and contextual linkage to events that happened around individual time period. I will also define what an RTS game involves, whilst also giving a brief history on the RTS genre. Furthermore, explain the history of two RTS games, however, this may lead into a third for research purposes. The games that will be researched are the Command and Conquer, Age of Empires and the Warcraft franchises as these were the most relevant RTS games of their time period.



An RTS (real-time strategy) is a time-based strategy genre where you manage resources to build elements such as buildings and units.  Units control platoons of soldiers to collect resources or objectives while defending the player character from opposed forces, for example within RTS you normally have a base where you can build units of characters that are particularly designed for a certain role, for example there is normally a builder character who will craft buildings that can provide resources or upgrades or in some cases buildings that give the soldier units a defence mechanism to scout out resources. In many cases of RTS games each faction will usually have a unique unit either with synergy design or functionality in mind, with the overall goal of the of the game or mission in many cases to destroy enemy teams, to collect the most objectives, capture specific checkpoints or to advance in resources until you are the Victor. This can be seen in games like Command and Conquer, Age of Empires or in some cases like Warcraft where there is a narrative where you are given options for character units who have specific abilities or are able to apply specific actions that other units cannot use.  Normally you would only have one unit in most cases the best example of this is a hero playable character from Warcraft III called Thrall who is an Orc Warrior /Shaman who uses the key natural elements such as fire, lightning, earth, wind and water while also using his Warhammer to do special abilities that the player can choose. This is an upgrade from previous means and was a serious advancement for this time period. Most RTS would usually be made for PC but has been developed for consoles like PlayStation, Macintosh and Nintendo 64, however due to the nature of the RTS genre most RTS's are played on PC as a PC can handle the requirements. Additionally, the design of the RTS through PC has a smoother gameplay experience through the use of keyboard and mouse, therefore most modern day RTS games are available on PC.

Additionally, to the one hero playable character, a player can also have units to combat other units such as generic foot soldiers, tank units and range units to crush normal units slash buildings, these range units are able to pick off normal units or to damage from a distance to prevent losing said unit melee combat at close quarters. A good example of this is in Age of Empires where you control armies and cultures from the historic past for example the Saxons in Britain, and develop roleplay, historical knowledge and strategic development through this experience.  Many RTS follow this formula especially the ones previously mentioned. 




Real Time Strategy games’ popularity started within the 90’s era with popular games such as Dune 2, Command and Conquer, Warcraft and Age of Empires.  However, RTS originally started with games such as Invasion (1972) on the Magnavox Odyssey, War of Nerves (1979) and Dune 2 (1992), with Dune 2 defining and evolving the genre into what we have today.

Additionally, in the 90s the most popular franchises to come from the RTS games genre were games such as the Command and Conquer franchise developed by Westwood Studios. Multiple Studios took over Westwood in 2003 when Electronic arts shut down the studios to reduce losses. This resulted in Electronic Arts taking over the franchise and create and develop Command and Conquer titles and is still relevant to this day. Furthermore, the Warcraft franchise is still being developed by Blizzard entertainment. The Age of Empires franchise was developed by Ensemble Studios. Multiple companies under Microsoft made games after Ensemble Studios which was shut down by Microsoft in 2009. 



These games are the most popular in their genre even to this day having a dedicated fanbase and in some cases E-Sports tournaments. In addition, fans will keep the game alive through open- source updates which is known as mods and community patches until a new release or a remake of the set game has been made. The best example of this is Dawn of War I which is a RTS game series based on the tabletop game Warhammer 40K, this already has an established franchise behind the game which is very similar to an RTS and due to lacking certain factions' that fans enjoy of the beloved franchise.  Fans would therefore MoD their favorite factions with fan-made assets and maps which kept games like this alive and relevant to a present and contemporary time period.

Before Command and Conquer was made Westwood Studios developed and released Dune 2 in 1992 to great triumph this would be seen as one of the stepping stones for the future RTS to evolve from and after its success Westwood studios decided that they wanted their own franchise. through the use of everything they learned from June 2 as well as being influenced by global conflicts at the time they began production on the game series Command and Conquer which then would be released in the year 1995 with many critics approval of the game, this is illustrated by a quote from Tony B in Metacritic within the review lists that states  “Command & Conquer is truly the definition of what a RTS game should be. Not only that, it is still the pinnacle the RTS genre and started one of the greatest series of games in gaming history” 2007).
Many game review lists in magazine websites gave it the highest rankings including nines and tens, it is also one of the games that helped popularize playing through local area networks (LAN) and was one of the games at this time to have live action cut scenes called FMVs otherwise known as Full Motion Videos. Due to this success, it was ported to multiple consoles such as Macintosh, Sega Saturn, Windows, PlayStation 1 and Nintendo 64, because of this multiplatform accessibility Command and Conquer has sold more than 3 million copies.
 
The premise of the game was that you were in an alternative timeline from present day where you could side with two military warfare factions ‘The Global Defence Initiative’ influenced by America and ‘The Brotherhood of Nine’ influenced by Soviet Russia, with the main factions fighting each other over the alien material Tiberium. 
Due to the success of Command and Conquer many game companies tried to replicate the success of the franchise, most notably Blizzard with their Warcraft and StarCraft franchises and Ensemble Studios with the Age of Empires and Age of Mythology franchises. Blizzard was regarded as the main rival company as the original premise for Warcraft was made “out of the desire to see what they can do better” (GMVERS, 2017). The next game in the series for Command and Conquer would be Command and Conquer Red Alert the whole purpose of this game was to rework and re-balance some of the previous units while introducing new units and new maps, developing new content while also introducing a spin off Story.
The whole premise of the game was set within an alternate timeline where Hitler was killed before rising to power by a time travelling Albert Einstein preventing World War II. However, due to Hitler no longer being in the timeline the USSR began to take over the world with the allies forced into war against the USSR. Due to having continuity errors within the story world this game would be considered unrelated to the previous games by the company, fandom and later games. Positively, the game introduced many designs based off multiple failed real-life experiments and conspiracy theories such as an extra-large Tesla coil, iron curtain devices and the chromosphere became iconic to the franchise and would appear in later games as it also introduced online multiplayer matches while continuing to use LAN connectivity which would be a staple in the franchise for years to come and that other games would later adapt in the games industry.
Despite the success of the Command Conquer franchise Westwood Studios parent company Virgin Interactive was facing financial problems in the late 90s causing them to sell Westwood Studios to Electronic Arts commonly known as EA in 1998. EA now controls the franchise to this very day with many people from this decade stating that it was the beginning of the end of the Command and Conquer franchise. Meanwhile in 1997, a game called Age of Empires was released by Ensemble Studios. Influenced by the RTS genre they set to make a game in that formula but with a twist, and that twist being based on cultures and factions from historic past with Bruce Shelley saying, “why don’t we take the gameplay of Warcraft and Command and Conquer, this real time strategy gameplay, and merge it with the historical and economic aspects of civilization that I had helped build a few years earlier” (2007). Age of Empires was a success and with many critics loving the game with the reviewer Ben on Metacritic (2005) saying “A classic game. I have no objection with saying that this is the second-best strategy game I have played since Civ2. Awesome game play, great AI, great sound, very addictive and I could go on and on”. This was in addition to many people seeing this as an educational game due to history, accurate factions and cultures like the Greek culture and the Egyptians' culture.  After the success of the first game a second game was planned but based on a more popular timeframe which made it one of the best sequels of all time within video game franchise as still to this day it has a dedicated fanbase and that being Age of Empires 2 in 1999. Instead of Egyptian and Greek coaches it would go for a much more iconic time period with Knights, Vikings and cultures of that time. This game would be so loved in the franchise that it would be remade and would open a modding community of fans for the game until a remaster in 2013 where some of the mod assets turned into DLC. 
After Age of Empires 2, Ensemble Studios would go on to make Age of Mythology in 2002 which became a cult classic like its predecessor as it still had the aspect of learning history but it also introduced mythology into the game play. As well as using the technology of that time to boost the visual quality completed before with previous titles, going back to Command and Conquer in 1999 Command and Conquer Tiberian Sun was released by Westwood and Electronic Arts after several delays. Due to being under EA the game was given a higher budget which contributed a new engine and new mechanics within the campaign, additionally it was given a new sci fi aesthetic due to the premise of it taking place in the future but with these positives came negatives as the game came out with bugs and glitches that plagued the gameplay until this day, however, the game was well received enough to get an expansion and still has a moding community. 
Next was Command and Conquer Red Alert 2 in 2000, with the premise that Russia had begun to invade America under the control of a psychic called Yuri. This was the first time both factions in a Command and Conquer game were completely unique from both a gameplay any visual standpoint with units able to change their function or roll. This made it one of the most beloved games in the series and continues to have a moding community that still exists to this day. After developing a few other games it went to make Command and Conquer Renegade in 2002. This was not an RTS but a 1st and 3rd person shooter which was the last Command and Conquer spin-off game Westwood Studios made, as in 2003 EA shutdown Westwood due to the failure of the MMO Earth and Beyond with their last title being Command and Conquer Generals in 2003. Command and Conquer Generals were the first Command and Conquer game to be in 3D using a modified engine and the game was mostly positively received enough to gain an expansion.  
Next was Command and Conquer 3 Tiberium Wars in 2007, with the introduction of the alien Spring Faction. The premise of the game was that the Spring had come to earth to take over the planet with the player deciding the faction to defeat these alien invaders. Command and Conquer 3 tried to take over E-Sports ground from the Star Craft community with EA heavy promotion of Command and Conquer 3 on a professional scene, however, the game had a mixed response as some people liked it and some people hated it with multiple reviews echoing audience feedback.
Command and Conquer Red Alert 3 were released in 2008 with a focus on sea battles. The game was controversial as one of the directors of the game (Mark Skeggs) left EA whilst the company was introducing a DRM system that limited the number of machines that it could be installed on, this limited the game to 225 serial keys, with the result of outcries from fans as their system was modified to deauthorize individual installations, so they could be freed for future use. Now we come to Command and Conquer 4 Tiberian Twilight in 2010 which is one of the worst Command and Conquer games due to several developers leaving. Additionally, the online modes level up system was unbalanced and in terms of Digital Rights management (DRM) EA doubled down with the game requiring an always on internet connection, even if playing in single player mode which was poorly designed, systematically soon after release the gaming community was filled with bad reviews and the game was a huge backfire to the franchise. 

The two next games in the Command and Conquer series were the last in the franchise, these were Command and Conquer Tiberium Alliances which was released in 2012 and Command and Conquer Rivals was released in 2018, both of these games were for the mobile market and were loaded with pay to win mechanics which caused the franchise a delay. This studio dormancy remains, however, a Command and Conquer remaster was released on the 5th June 2020 with a nostalgic target market in mind. This game evolution can also be seen within Age of Empires where it suffered the same fate as Command and Conquer by the hands of Microsoft. In 2005 Age of Empires 3 was released with positive reviews. 

The Assemble Studios in 2000 began production on a project called Project Phoenix which would be one of the first futuristic RTS’ to be developed but under the orders of Microsoft it was changed to Halo Wars. This was the last title to be developed by Assemble Studios as after the release of Halo Wars Assemble Studios was shut down in 2009 by Microsoft. This nears completion of the Age of Empires franchise and laid the seeds for the downfall of the Halo franchise as well. All Age of Empires games after the shutdown of Ensemble Studios are considered lacking in comparison to previous versions according to MediaCritic , even the remakes are mediocre again according to MediaCritic. Currently the only thing that is keeping this franchise alive is the community-based interaction.

My conclusion to this essay is that most of these popular franchises would put out games knowing that earning potential money was their focus. This focus was ruined by companies who did not understand what made the games beloved or focused heavily on money grabbing tactics. Additionally, due to the popularity of games like Command and Conquer other companies would try to oversaturate the market by releasing their own RTS.  The RTS games industry has made a lot of money (reference), however in the process over-saturated the market which can be seen in the Age of Empires series. This is further supported with the Command and Conquer games and with one of the remakes of Age of Empires 2 where some of the modded factions were turned into DLC for the remake, seeing an opportunity from the community love of the games and utilising this for their own financial benefit. However, I would like to research this further within the 8000-word essay, as through current research there has been evidence linking RTS to DLC, DLC can also be linked to lutebox mechanics as it was RTS who popularized DLC. It would also be useful to research further into why RTS has made so much money and the links between why we are getting remakes remastered of classic games from the same time period as games such as Command and Conquer and Age of Empires. 
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