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Chapter 3 – Digital Gaming and the Media Playground

“Print has been around for 570 years, cinema for 120, television for 80.  Yet in just four decades, the video-game industry has beaten them all, becoming the most profitable – and, arguably, the most dynamic and innovative – entertainment medium on the planet.”

What’s the Attraction?

· Electronic games offer play, entertainment & social interaction

· Like the Internet, they combine text, audio & moving images

· Unlike the Internet, they allow players to interact with the game to change the outcome

· Digital gaming has become as compelling and distracting as any form of Social Media

· U.S. SUPCO has granted First Amendment freedom of speech rights to digital gaming

How’d We Get There?

· A by-product of the Industrial Revolution 200 years ago was mass consumption of consumer goods…and the emergence of leisure time

· In the 1880s coin-operated machines appeared in train depots, hotel lobbies, bars & restaurants…they were designed to cash in on idleness...this was the era of the penny arcade
· An arcade game known as the bagatelle spawned the pinball machine, a mechanical game…they were considered games of chance like slot machines in the 1930s/40s; they funded the gambling underworld

· 1948 – the first Cathode Ray Tube Amusement Device – CRTs provided the images for early TVs and computers; these games couldn’t easily be distributed

· 1975 – launch of the home video game market when Atari offered a home version of Pong through an exclusive distribution deal with Sears

· 1984 – additional companies (Nintendo, Sony, Microsoft) transformed the business into a mass media industry

· Digital games have evolved from the original arcade form to four major formats:

1. television

2. handheld devices

3. computers

4. the Internet

· Global industry estimates are $91 billion by 2015

Avatar – a graphic interactive character within a game…most video games assume a “first person” perspective in which the player “sees” the virtual environment through the eyes of an avatar.

Console – an electronic device used to play video games…low performance/low resolution consoles have been replaced by high performance and advanced graphics

In 1999 Sega’s “Dreamcast “ was the first console to incorporate a modem for connection to online, multiplayer social activity.  Such connections are now standard for most consoles.

Video game consoles now function as part computer, part cable box.  They have become powerful entertainment centers with multiple forms of media converging into a single device.

Oligopoly – when just a handful of companies dominate an industry; the major gaming companies today are:

1. Nintendo – Wii (2006)

2. Microsoft – Xbox (2010)

3. Sony – PlayStation series (1994)

MMORPGs – massively multiplayer online role-playing games that are set in virtual worlds & require users to play through an avatar, or online identity
The increasingly social nature of video games has made them a natural fit for social networking websites.

Portable devices are very popular but face stiff competition from smartphones and touchscreen tablets.  They attract new users who might not have been interested in a separate device to play games.  Manufacturers of such converged devices are realizing their gaming potential.  Consider:

· 108 million iPhones sold by 2012

· 67 million iPads sold by 2012

· millions of additional iPod Touch devices are in circulation

· 103,000 games available in the Apple App Store

· Apple is transforming the portable game industry with its devices, content (games) and distribution system

Games are no longer confined to arcades or home TV sets.  Many phones and PDAs function as handheld consoles…and many home consoles function as comprehensive entertainment centers.

Gameplay – the way in which a game’s rules, rather than the graphics, sound, and narrative style, structure how players interact with a game

Types of Games

· Action – test a player’s reflexes by asking them to punch, slash, shoot or throw as strategically & accurately as possible as they make their way through s a series of levels

· First-Person Shooter (FPS) – players feel like they are actually holding the weapon and are physically immersed in the drama

· Adventure – typically non-confrontational, they require players to interact with individual characters and hostile environments to solve puzzles

· Role-Playing (RPGs) – typically set in a fantasy or sci-fi world in which each player chooses a character with particular skills…these games can have diverse outcomes.  A higher level of RPGs involves branching plots and changing character destinies.

· Strategy – often involve military battles and require careful thinking and planning to achieve victory…the perspective of the player is omniscient (all-knowing)

· Simulation – involve managing resources and planning worlds that are based in reality

· Casual – games with simple rules and are quick to play; no real story, no real challenge

· Sports, Music & Dance – all specialty areas

Collective Intelligence – the sharing of knowledge and ideas, particularly in the world of gaming.

Modding – slang for modifying game software or hardware; this is encouraged in the gaming community

The industry has shown an unusual willingness to listen to feedback from gamers and their communities.

Is There Room for Advertising?

You betcha!  Advergames are like television infomercials or magazine advertorials; they are video games created solely for promotional purposes.  In-game advertisements are subtler, much like product placement in TV and movies.

Like other forms of media, games are a subject of social concern for their violent and misogynistic (hatred of women) content.  Many games are purposefully violent with increasingly realistic graphics.

Critics like doctors, parents and politicians have also expressed concerns over the addictive-like qualities of video games.

In 2011 a study of 3,000 third through eighth graders in Singapore concluded that 1 in 10 were pathological gamers, meaning their gaming addiction was jeopardizing multiple areas of their lives.

In 2008 a Stanford University Medical School study determined that males are 2-3X more likely to become addicted to video games than females.

REGULATION?

So far there has been no serious call for government regulation.

The industry created the Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB), a voluntary membership trade organization in 1994.  It instituted a labeling system to inform parents of sexual or violent content:

· EC – Early Childhood

· E – Everyone

· E – 10+

· T – teens

· M – 17+

· AO – Adult Only 18+

Publishers are not required to submit their games for evaluation.  However, many retailers only sell rated games so there is an incentive to participate.

Stats

· 72% of households play computer/video games

· the U.S. video game market is about $25 billion annually

· 50% of U.S. households have a video console

· 33% play on smartphones
Major expenditures in the Digital Game Publishing Industry:

· Development – designing, coding, scoring (adding music) & testing; salaries paid to talent, digital artists, game testers
· Licensing – two types: royalties to console manufacturers (Sony, Nintendo, Microsoft) & intellectual properties (stories, characters, personalities, and music)
· Marketing – the costs of launching a game often equal or exceed development costs
PAY MODELS:

1. Boxed game retail – the most traditional

2. Subscription – gamers pay a monthly fee to play

3. Free-to-Play (Freemiums) – common with casual and online games, the publisher makes money by selling extras like power boosters or subscriptions for upgraded play
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