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Abstract

This paper was originally written for Dr. Jacqueline Nelsen’s CMPT 105W course,
Social Issues and Communication Strategies in Computing Science. The assignment asked
students to explore and persuasively answer a chosen question related to the
ethics of data collection and consumer profiling. The paper uses IEEE citation

style.

Introduction
Over the course of the last decade, it has become increasingly difficult to avoid
video games. Games are in our pockets, on our computers, and now, even being
broadcast on traditional sports channels like ESPN [1]. Some universities even
have e-sports scholarships for top players in games like Rocket Leagne and Overwatch
[2]. Video games are becoming increasingly woven into people’s lives and as a
result, behavioural data on gamers all over the world is being collected.
Consequently, players are often viewed simply as statistics to be exploited for
business purposes. The terms and conditions of games still do not often create a
barrier for gamers, which gives rise to two questions: are we just data points?
What does consumer profiling say about us? As games become more popular and
players become aware of being mined for data, the call for more stringent
regulations is getting louder. However, one opposing view holds that gamers are
ultimately responsible for regulating themselves. Gamers often make a deliberate
choice to spend large amounts of money or time on games, after all. Still, several
mechanisms exist in games that make addiction and spending harder to stave off
for those who are more vulnerable. Ultimately, behavioural data is still used to
target players for monetization purposes, which raises negative issues surrounding
player commodification, addiction, and regulation.

Players as a Commodity
Players are often treated as sources of valuable data for game companies for
marketing and monetization purposes. Behavioural data collected during
interaction with a game’s ecosystem offers meaningful insight into what players
respond well to and what they are likely to spend time and money on. Of
particular interest is the ‘free-to-play’ (or F2P) business model, which involves
offering a game for free, but offering items, upgrades, or services for sale in-game
[3]. By eliminating the purchasing barrier, the company likely attracts a larger
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player base, therefore exposing more people to tempting deals. Due to the
specificity of data collected on consumers, the concept of ‘consumer
commodification’ has become popular to apply to the free-to-play business model
of video games [4]. Consumer commodification was introduced by Dallas Smythe
in 1977, who theorized that consumers unknowingly act as marketing tools for
corporations by simply participating in the consumption of products [5]. In the
modern age, this seems to be increasingly true due to the sheer amount of
personal information consumers provide. For instance, the company Quantic
Foundry collects data from players via their Gamer Motivation Profile service,
which offers people insight into their own habits and gives game
recommendations accordingly. As noted on Quantic Foundry’s website, this
aggregate data is also sold to game developers due to its utility [6]. Players —
whether they know or not — are inadvertently gifting their data to developers as a
commodity by trading it for goods and services.

While their behavioural data is valuable, the players themselves are also
evaluated for their monetary worth to a company. Research conducted by
Sebastian Voigt and Oliver Hinz suggests that data about a user’s first purchase in
a game can predict their future value to a company. Their study found that players
who spend early, spend more, and spend on credit tend to hold a higher value for
a company in the long run [7]. Sometimes, games are released for the express
purpose of data collection and sale, such as the adorable and unassuming
Nintendo game Miitomo, which was almost unabashed in its data-centric purpose.
Once a user had linked their Nintendo account, the app frequently asked players
questions about their personal preferences and made continued engagement with
it hard to resist by offering rewards and daily prizes [8]. As a player spends more
time in a game, their data set grows, and so does their worth to the company.

Side-Effect: Addiction and Gambling
Treating players as data points alone can cause game addiction and excessive
spending. Some game companies may turn a blind eye to the risk of gaming
disorder and overspending in the name of business. A wide range of monetization
methods have emerged that closely resemble gambling, such as loot boxes’
(which are a mystery assortment of digital items) and betting on e-Sports [9, p. 2].
Targeting and designing games based on behavioural data even has some
developers concerned that it is paving the way for future misuse. In an interview
with Polygon, developer Sam Barlow said he felt like he was spying on people
when working on Silent Hill: Shattered Memories because the data painted such an
accurate picture of a person’s moral standings. Developer and Al expert, Alex
Champandard, also poignantly expressed his concern: “The big risk is that it
becomes weaponized addiction, that you design a game to manipulate someone’s
physiology and dopamine responses with content” [10]. Creators themselves are
becoming worried about the granularity of information being collected, yet
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marketing-centric design pushes forward. Seeing players as personality profiles,
not people, hand-waves away potential addiction issues and can bring about
potentially harmful pinpoint targeting in the future.

There are also monetization methods that leave some players vulnerable to
social pressures or impulsivity. One such pressure is Fear-Of-Missing-Out (or
FOMO for short). Fear of missing out of limited-time events, digital assets, or
social norms drives many gamers to spend too much time in-game or to
impulsively spend money [11, p. 7]. A potential argument against this stance is
that gamers make a deliberate choice to spend their hard-earned money or time
because, understandably, they want to. Because it is a hobby, many players invest
in a game for social reasons, pure enjoyment, or for self-expression through their
characters [12]. Another source of motivation might be to show support to the
developer and encourage further content creation through the act of purchasing
[13, Sec. I1I]. However, there still exist many game mechanics that are specifically
made to entice gamers into spending time or money. Consider, for instance,
‘erind-versus-pay’ mechanics, which give users only two choices: pay for the
desired item or upgrade, or spend a long time completing mundane and repetitive
tasks to acquire it [14]-[15]. Evidently, this sort of mechanic purposely depends on
impatience or self-indulgence characteristics to succeed and it is not the only
monetization method that depends on personality shortfalls.

Pulling at a playet’s heartstrings also acts as a strong driver for emotional
investment, indeed ensuring that they keep coming back and spending on their
avatar [10, p. 87]. Also, some loot box mechanics only give exclusive prizes once a
series of other items has been acquired, thereby leading players to keep taking
chances on loot boxes [17, Sec. 11, Pt. 2]. Trying just one more loot box or
spending just a few more minutes in the hopes of a rare item or achievement is
the trap many gamers fall into. In short, while gamers do make a conscious choice
to invest time or money in a game, current monetization and marketing methods
have made some people more vulnerable to modern tactics.

A Call for Regulatory Measures
Further regulatory measures need to be taken by both governments and
companies to prevent further use of predatory monetization methods. While
many gamers may be able to stave off addiction or overspending, protections still
need to be in place for those who are more prone to these issues (i.e., certain
personality types and children). Some purchases made within a game (called
‘microtransactions’) like loot boxes are akin to long-standing methods of
gambling, and while some suggested guidelines are already in place, further
protections are needed [18, p. 169]. Unfortunately, the speed and proprietary
nature of the game industry makes it hard to regulate, so some academics are
calling for governments to force game companies to make their data available to
researchers [19]. The game industry needs to hold itself accountable for the risks
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associated with its business model.

More regulation is necessary because people are already calling for
government intervention and industry accountability. Players are unhappy and,
accordingly, are demanding that predatory microtransactions not be included in
games. For instance, when excited fans of the S7ar Wars franchise encountered a
heavy emphasis on loot boxes in Battlefront 11, they succeeded in pressuring its
publisher, Electronic Arts (EA), to remove them [20, Sec. I]. A victory over a
gaming monolith like EA sends a clear message to the industry, but this was a
temporary victory due to their business model’s dependence on microtransactions
[21]. Big game companies still need to make money somehow, but evidently,
current methods are not readily accepted by consumers. Still, outside pressure
from gamers, academics, media, and government may yet change how games are
monetized and force publishers to rethink their business models.

Conclusion
Games are here to stay, and as with all new technologies, there are wrinkles to
iron out. Due to the steady rise of humanity’s digital dependence, concepts like
consumer commodification are even more applicable than before because of data
collection. Gamer personality profiles inferred from collected information can be
used against the player themselves. Consequently, forgetting about the real person
beyond the screen can have serious effects on their real lives, sometimes leading
to gaming-related addiction and gambling. Thankfully, as the game industry
continues to grow and change, players are realizing what issues face them as
consumers. Players are becoming aware of the data they give to developers, and
they notice when advertisements are targeted based on their activity. Furthermore,
developers themselves are becoming weary of how personality data might be
exploited in the future. For now, gamers are just data points, spending habits, or
behavioural profiles, but predatory monetization techniques will not go
unchallenged by them for much longer. The gaming community has an
opportunity now to push for a higher standard of consumer care before
exploitation of their data gets even more out of hand.

SLC Writing Contest — 2020
S F LIBRARY
DIGITAL PUBLISHING



Alexa Reardon 5

References
1] ESPN.com, “International esports events calendar,” ESPN.com, Apr. 12,
2016. [Online]. Available:
https:/ /www.espn.com/esports/story/_/id/ 14556983/ esports-calendat-top-
events-league-legends-overwatch-counter-strike-more. Accessed: Nov. 28, 2020.

2] B. S. McGrath, “High school gamers are scoring college scholarships. But
can esports make varsity?”” NBC News, Sept. 20, 2019. [Online]. Available:
https:/ /www.nbcnews.com/tech/video-games/high-school-gamers-are-scoring-
college-scholarships-can-esports-make-n1056671. Accessed: Nov. 28, 2020.

[3] “What is Free To Play (F2P)? - Definition from Techopedia,”
Techopedia.com. [Online|. Available:
http://www.techopedia.com/definition/27039/ free-to-play-f2p. Accessed: Nov.
28, 2020.

[4] D. B. Nieborg, “Free-to-play Games and App Advertising: The Rise of
the Player Commodity,” in Explorations in critical studies of advertising, ]. F. Hamilton,
R. Bodle, and E. Korin, Eds. New York London: Routledge, 2017, pp. 38-51.
Accessed: Nov. 10, 2020.

[5] D. W. Smythe, “Communications: Blindspot of Western Marxism,”
Canadian Journal of Political and Social Theory, vol. 1, no. 3, pp. 1-27, Fall 1977.
Accessed: Nov. 10, 2020.

[6] “Gamer Motivation Profile,” Quantic Foundry. [Online]. Available:
https://apps.quanticfoundry.com/surveys/start/ gamerprofile/. Accessed: Nov.
28, 2020.

[7] S. Voigt and O. Hinz, “Making Digital Freemium Business Models a
Success: Predicting Customers’ Lifetime Value via Initial Purchase Information,”
Bus Inf Syst Eng, vol. 58, no. 2, pp. 107-118, Apr. 2016, doi: 10.1007/s12599-015-
0395-z. Accessed: Nov. 13, 2020.

[8] C. D’Anastasio, “Nintendo’s Charming ‘Miitomo’ Could Be the Most
Brilliant Data Mining App Ever,” Vice, May 5, 2016. [Online]. Available:
https:/ /www.vice.com/en/atticle/ gkjjbp/nintendos-charming-miitomo-could-
be-the-most-brilliant-data-mining-app-ever. Accessed: Nov. 5, 2020.

[9] D. Zendle, “Beyond loot boxes: a variety of gambling-like practices in
video games are linked to both problem gambling and disordered gaming,” Peer],

SLC Writing Contest — 2020
SF LIBRARY
DIGITAL PUBLISHING



Alexa Reardon 6

vol. 8, p. €9460, Jul. 2020. [Online], doi: 10.7717/peetj.9466. Accessed: Nov. 10,
2020.

[10]  P. Stafford, “The dangers of in-game data collection,” Po/gon, May 9,
2019. [Online]. Available:

https:/ /www.polygon.com/features/2019/5/9/18522937 /video-game-ptivacy-
player-data-collection. Accessed: Nov. 5, 2020.

[11]  H. Duman and B. Y. Ozkara, “The impact of social identity on online
game addiction: the mediating role of the fear of missing out (FoMO) and the
moderating role of the need to belong,” Curr Psychol, Aug. 2019, doi:
10.1007/s12144-019-00392-w. [Online]. Available:
http://link.springer.com/10.1007 /s12144-019-00392-w. Accessed: Nov. 12, 2020.

[12]  B.-W. Park and K. C. Lee, “Exploring the value of purchasing online
game items,” Computers in Human Bebavior, vol. 27, no. 6, pp. 2178-2185, Nov.
2011, doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2011.06.013. Accessed: Nov. 10, 2020.

[13]  B. Marder, D. Gattig, E. Collins, L. Pitt, J. Kietzmann, and A. Erz, “The
Avatar’s new clothes: Understanding why players purchase non-functional items
in free-to-play games,” Computers in Human Bebavior, vol. 91, pp. 72—-83, Feb. 2019,
doi: 10.1016/j.chb.2018.09.006. Accessed: Nov. 11, 2020.

[14]  J. Bycer, “The Philosophy of Grinding and how to Reduce it,” Gamasutra,
Oct. 25, 2017. [Online]. Available:
https://www.gamasutra.com/blogs/JoshBycer/20171025/308226/The_Philosop
hy_of_Grinding and_how_to_Reduce_it.php. Accessed: Dec 6, 2020.

[15]  B. Kuchera, “Assassin’s Creed Odyssey has a huge grinding and
microtransaction problem,” Po/ygon, Oct. 3, 2018. [Online|. Available:

https:/ /www.polygon.com/2018/10/3/17931920/ assassins-creed-odyssey-level-
grinding-microtransaction-problem. Accessed: Nov. 13, 2020.

[16]  J. Cleghorn and M. Griffiths, “Why Do Gamers Buy “Virtual Assets™> An
Insight in to the Psychology Behind Purchase Behaviour,” Digital Education Review,
vol. 0, no. 27, pp. 85-104, Jun. 2015. [Online], doi: 10.1344/der.2015.27.85-104.
Accessed: Oct 10, 2020.

[17]  S. Schwiddessen and P. Karius, “Watch your loot boxes! — Recent
developments and legal assessment in selected key jurisdictions from a gambling
law perspective,” IELR, vol. 1, no. 1, pp. 17-43, Jun. 2018, dot:
10.4337/ielr.2018.01.02. Accessed: Nov. 5, 2020.

SLC Writing Contest — 2020
SF LIBRARY
DIGITAL PUBLISHING



Alexa Reardon 7

[18]  D. L. King and P. H. Delfabbro, “Video Game Monetization (e.g., ‘Loot
Boxes’): a Blueprint for Practical Social Responsibility Measures,” Int | Ment Health
Addiction, vol. 17, no. 1, pp. 166-179, Feb. 2019, doi: 10.1007/s11469-018-0009-3.
Accessed: Nov. 11, 2020.

[19]  E. Kent, “Game companies should share data on loot boxes, academics
tell Parliament,” Eurogamer, Mar. 5, 2019. [Online]. Available:

https:/ /www.eurogamer.net/articles/2019-03-05-game-companies-should-share-
data-on-loot-boxes-say-academics. Accessed: Nov. 12, 2020.

[20] M. McCaftrey, “The macro problem of microtransactions: The self-
regulatory challenges of video game loot boxes,” Business Horizons, vol. 62, no. 4,
pp. 483—495, Jul. 2019, doi: 10.1016/j.bushor.2019.03.001. Accessed: Oct. 9,
2020.

[21]  E. Kain, “EA Removing ‘Star Wars Battlefront II” Micro-Transactions Is
A Victory, But The War Isn’t Over Yet,” Forbes, Nov. 17, 2017. [Online].
Available: https://www.forbes.com/sites/erikkain/2017/11/17 /tebels-destroy-
star-wars-battlefront-ii-micro-transactions-but-the-war-is-far-from-over/.
Accessed: Nov. 29, 2020.

By submitting this essay, I attest that it is my own work, completed in accordance
with University regulations. I also give permission for the Student Learning
Commons to publish all or part of my essay as an example of good writing in a
particular course or discipline, or to provide models of specific writing techniques
for use in teaching. This permission applies whether or not I win a prize, and
includes publication on the Simon Fraser University website or in the SLC
Writing Commons Open Journal.

@ (#)&(E)| This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-

E% MG MDD

NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.
© Alexa Reardon, 2020

Available from: https://journals.lib.sfu.ca/index.php/slc-uwc

SLC Writing Contest — 2020
S F LIBRARY
DIGITAL PUBLISHING



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/
https://journals.lib.sfu.ca/index.php/slc-uwc
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/

	Abstract

