How have video games evolved and how are they effecting young minds?
The video games industry is currently the fastest growing industry, and it is certainly pushing its limits with technology. In 50 years the industry has come from a small dot on a living room television, to virtual and augmented reality, making the real world into a fantasy one.
However, it hasn’t come without its downfalls, and certainly its backlashes. In this essay I’d like to talk about a new concept, micro transactions, a newly realised argument, gambling in games, and the long running fear of violence in video games.
Since I started playing video games around the age of 6, a lot has changed. I used to play a Game Boy Advance, a sturdy handheld console released by Nintendo in 2003 that changed the way games were played all over the world. This led to other hand-held consoles such as the DS and more recently the Switch, both released by Nintendo.
As I grew up the gaming industry changed to more advanced games, with better graphics and features which required to bigger hardware and had to be plugged in constantly because of the hardware needed to run them, much like the Xbox 360 and PS3. These consoles had a large appeal because of their online abilities, to be able to play with someone real time, even though they were in a different part of the world.
In 2007 however, smart phones and mobile games hit the market and people were very excited by them and they became extremely popular. (Moller, 2018) The appeal never stopped growing, ‘Two-thirds of adults worldwide, 66.5 percent, will own smartphones next year’ says Recode and it also says 69% of adults in the UK will own smart phone in 2018. As the rate of smart phone users continues to grow, it’s easy to see why companies like Konami who made a living making classic video games for consoles have moved over to instead make mobile games. 
(London, 2014) The daily mail quoted a study by website Broadband Choices which stated, ‘The study found that 45 percent of parents think that their child only spends up to one hour per day on their mobile, almost a quarter of kids admitted to spending up to four or more hours per day using it and would even sacrifice eating and sleeping to spend extra time on their phone’.
(Cox, 2012) Another website playr2.com conducted a survey in which they asked whether parents payed attention to age rating on games.
‘The parents taking part were asked if they checked the age restrictions of their children's video games before allowing them to play, to which just under two thirds, 64%, answered "no". Of those who did not, the majority, 55%, simply explained that they did not think that age restrictions ‘mattered' on video games. When asked, "Would you be concerned if your child was playing video games with an age restriction of 18?" just over half, 51%, of respondents to the study said "no".’ 
So, if children have such easy access to all the games industry both on consoles and on smart phones, what are they being exposed to and could it affect them in a negative way? In many games something that has caused outrage in recent years has been dubbed ‘Pay to win’. This is the act of a game having extra content that can be purchased through micro transactions to give an advantage over other players. Sometimes it is the case that the item the player can purchase can only be obtained through micro transactions, but also it can be the case that it can be found through doing other activities in-game, but buying the item saves time. 
Micro transactions have caused massive amounts of controversy as the ‘pay to win’ stigma means that instead of buying a game with a one-time fee, and then putting time into the game in order to gain skill like in more traditional games, if one player is wealthier than the other and they have more money to spend on micro transactions, they can have a massive advantage over the other player, even though they not necessarily more skilled.
(Ruben, 2017) Trevor Ruben from Rolling Stone says ‘In-game currency really only determines how quickly I can be successful in that game, however success may be defined. It comes down to time. Instead of just real-world money, or in-game money, we are presented with the premise that our time spent progressing in a given game is its true value, and we must decide whether or not it is a waste of our time to grind in our favoured game, or simply buy out that chunk of wasted time and get to the good stuff’.
This makes me wonder whether children will spend their money or spend their time. I think the obvious answer would be whatever you have more of, but if children with lots of time and little money see other children with lots of money who don’t have to grind, will they just not bother? Would they save up? Would they give up entirely? It may be true to say the games are becoming less based on skill and more based ‘commitment of money’ and how much you are willing to spend on a game.
(Hamilton, 2011) Although, do children understand how lethal these quick small transactions are? The daily show interviewed the CEO GameView, a company that makes child friendly IOS games. The show focused in on one game that the company has produced called ‘Tap Fish’. A game in which the player cares for an aquarium of exotic sea life, which require the in-game currency to stay alive. 
‘Kids (or any other kind of player) can very easily hit a button to buy 3,600 "Fish Bucks" for $99, ensuring that their fish will stay happy and alive for a very, very long time. Apparently, at least one family has given the game to their kids to play and been hit with an unexpected bill—the children in the family Mandvi interviews bought $1,500 worth of fish bucks before their parents discovered what had happened.’
In this case, it is likely the child didn’t understand the severity of the amount of money he or she was spending, but it certainly shows the effect that these type of games have on children, through social pressures and addiction. The game communicates one simple message, buy fish bucks or your little fish will die. It sounds stupid, but these fish have a tangible, sentimental value to these children, and I think it shows just how severe the problem is with micro transactions if this situation can be easily seen as blackmail.
In some other games utilise something called a loot box system, some of these games include Overwatch, Destiny 2 and Star Wars battlefront 2. Loot boxes come in the form of crates, boxes, etc. They are in-game items that can be traded in for an assortment of items which are randomly picked. So for example if there was an item you really wanted, and the chances of getting that said item are 1%, every time you open a loot box, chances are you’d have to open a lot of loot boxes before you got the item you wanted. In Overwatch for example, loot boxes are gained every time you level up, but you can also purchase them through micro transactions. As you’d expect, it’s extremely easy to purchase loot boxes, and you can link up your bank details to buy them whenever you want, quickly. 
Overwatch is highly appealing to children, with zany characters, non-realistic violence and an age rating of 12. If you were a child and you wanted an item badly, you could easily buy another loot box for another chance at getting it, and it’s easy to see how someone could become addicted to buying loot boxes.
( 
(Gambling Commission, 2017) The UK gambling commission issued a statement in which it stated ‘A key factor in deciding if that line has been crossed is whether in-game items acquired ‘via a game of chance’ can be considered money or money’s worth. In practical terms this means that where in-game items obtained via loot boxes are confined for use within the game and cannot be cashed out it is unlikely to be caught as a licensable gambling activity.’
Similarly, this shares the base concept of gambling. Wanting something, spending money for a random chance at getting said thing, but not getting it and spending more money. The two concepts sound almost identical, apart from one key thing, with a loot box, the player always gets something, so because the player is getting something, even if it is something they don’t want, it is not classed as gambling.
Possibly one of the most well-known arguments is whether video games can make someone violent. This is a particularly prominent among parents of young gamers who are concerned about their child’s wellbeing. It has been a long held belief that playing violent video games would make someone a more violent and angry person in general, even some time after they had stopped playing. Many people argue that there is a clear disassociation when playing games and when not, so for example, while playing one of the halo games (which is based in the distant future) may become aggressive, but when you stop playing your anger fades as there is no real-life connection because the environment within the game and the real world. 
One of the best-selling games in the past decade however, is GTA V part of the Grand theft auto series, which is a satirical simulation of modern America, in which you can buy guns, steal cars, call prostitutes and use drugs, amongst many other things, but is this affecting young minds? 
Although I found many claims that there is clear correlation between violent games, there are very little credible sources that provide any evidence for this. Many that this is a growing misconception, and it is not being helped by the claims of the perpetrators of the recent mass school shootings in America, who are aware of this misconception and use it to their advantage to get a reduced sentence.(Pro Con, 2018) One site Pro-con.org claims ‘Many perpetrators of mass shootings played violent video games’ and uses examples such as the Columbine High School massacre in 1999 and ‘Anders Breivik, who killed 77 people in Norway (2011) and admitted to using the game Modern Warfare 2 for training’. But the same site also states, ‘Playing violent video games does not cause kids to commit mass shootings’. And that studies show that playing violent video games instead reduces the stress levels in younger children by allowing them to release their aggression in a healthy way in a video game. But within realistic games such as GTA V, I think there is some threat of harm to a young mind, as an undeveloped mind may not understand the satirical value and there could be misunderstanding as to what is acceptable and not.
To conclude, online gaming is an amazing invention, but it also takes advantage of the jealousy and desire to win of players to insure they spend money on a game, and the loot box system that has been implemented into some of these online games can have an addictive effect on players, especially young ones. From my findings I can see that there is a growing misconception about violence stemming from video games, but I do think that young minds can misinterpret the meaning of some games like GTA V which is very satirical and take what is happening or being said in the game as literal. 


Overall, I think games have evolved to make the most money, for the least content. If the player after playing the game wants more content, the game offers extra downloadable content, at an extra price. It has become obvious to me that the newer games are effecting younger minds and that children are not far from being exposed to gambling and blackmail in something that should be fun and relaxing.
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