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In 1997, the most expensive video game made at the time was created by an ambitious SquareSoft as the next step in the Final Fantasy series.
Estimated at a budget of $45mil and costing in excess of $100mil in marketing costs, Final Fantasy VII is still to this day one of the most expensive
games ever made, sitting just behind Call Of Duty: Modern Warfare 2 and Grand Theft Auto V. While estimates vary on exactly how much the game
earned, what we do know is that since its release it has sold a gargantuan 11 million copies, with 2.3 million of those copies coming from the first
three days of release. This was, and in a way still is, a ridiculous number, and is a testament to the simple mantra: you have to spend money to
make money. Fast forward to twenty years into the future, and the mantra is a little harder to unpack, with a lot of the simplistic business
models being stripped away by the introduction of the digital marketplace and the rising costs of making games.

A recent article released by GameSpot (http://www.gamespot.com/articles/epics-gears-of-war-4-would-have-cost-100-million-t/1100-6439404/)
highlights a discussion between Epic Games CEO Tim Sweeney and Microsoft Studios regarding the creation of Gears Of War 4, stating that the
game would have cost $100mil to make on their own. To compare, the franchise’s inaugural title in 2006 earned that same amount in revenue,
while only having cost $12mil to make. This increase in cost led Epic Games to adopt different business practices, with many other companies
shifting away from the simplistic model of selling games as standalone works, untouched after release by their developers. Some of these
business practices are annoying some players; some are decrying developers and publishers of selling parts of the unfinished game back to the
players as DLC, while some accuse games of adopting “pay-to-win” practices in the form of micro-transactions. All of this comes down to one
thing: money. So what happened? Why are games so expensive to make now, and why is the industry the way it is?

The simplistic starting point is technology. The graphical fidelity of new technology, and the amount of manpower required to make sure that
this technology is correctly utilized, has soared in the last two decades. The more intricate the software, the defter the hand must be in order to
produce content to a high-enough standard. While some can argue that this software can be used by the average indie game developer to create
a game just fine – those using the Unreal Engine, for instance – the AAA video game industry cannot allow the market to pass it by. To keep up
with industry trends, more expertise and more professionals are coming into the business to make sure that the games are of the utmost quality
under acceptable timeframes. We must also take into consideration the dedication that comes after the product has been produced: in the field
of online multiplayer games, this also includes server maintenance, patches and balancing issues, not to mention the marketing to make sure
that the game that they are supporting remains in the public eye. All of this, invariably, costs more money in terms of the development of top
tier games.
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What few notice though, is the disparity between the development costs of a game and its marketing budget. I mentioned before regarding Final
Fantasy VII‘s split between development and advertising, and the typical AAA title will dedicate approximately two to three times the
developmental costs to make sure that the game gets enough exposure to gain the traction that it needs to turn a profit come release day. Once
again, the arguments begin to surface: surely if a game is marketed effectively, then less is more, right? Take for example, Blizzard’s World Of
Warcraft campaign that included, among other famous names, Mr. T and his Night Elf Mohawk. Effective? Yes. Expensive? You bet. Yet it was only
seen on television, and now on YouTube. In today’s video game landscape, however, there are so many different ways in receiving your content,
and a wider audience and video games becoming more accessible is adding to the conundrum. The costs in reaching as many people as possible
has gone up in the same way that the quality and calibre of the technology has.

This should mean, in the grand scheme of things, that video games are becoming more expensive for consumers, right? The reality is, curiously,
that video games are cheaper than they have ever been. While there has not been a massive difference between the costs of console games
between generations, averaging at about $60 after inflation, the rise of online distributors like Steam, GOG and Origin are making the PC gaming
space much more competitive. On the console front, while the digital content for AAA titles is a touch more expensive than the physical copy, the
indie games that litter the digital store fronts can be picked up for pittance with enough patience. Sales of video games are keeping things
competitive, and the costs for the consumers low, while costs for creating the games themselves continue to grow.
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This turns the discussion to the current business model that works, and the inherent toxicity that breeds between developer and publisher. To
put it simply, the ideas of developers have not changed much. In fact, with the technology accommodating the ideas that these minds have, we
are in the middle of a time in gaming where the innovation of people’s ideas are only limited by their skill as a game developer. Publishers, on
the other hand, see the inherent nature of allowing a game to release free content that could be monetized in order to recoup some losses
made during the development process. This leads to the introduction of DLC and micro-transactions into multiplayer games as a premium, and
that makes sense. The game could theoretically stand on its own, with developer supporting the project out of the passion for the art form, but
the publisher could easily charge for minor additions to the game and turn a tidy profit out of the more dedicated fan base.
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It sound nefarious, but it is the nature of the beast. The alternatives are ample, but involve things that seem repulsive to many. Firstly, there is
the free-to-play model, with the privilege of playing being a completely free experience, but at the cost of not being able to play the game as
efficiently as one that is willing to spend money on getting the separate components of the game earlier, be they characters, skins, different
abilities, and so on. There is the episodic or early-access model: smaller costs for snippets of the game in constant development, or a season
pass to a full game that is released in pieces, which runs into the risk of paying full price for a canceled game, or veering into Half-Life 3 territory.
There is the service model, paying a subscription for the continued support of the servers and the refining of the game, but your involvement
stops when your money does. And of course, there is the simple act of removing DLC and micro-transactions altogether – at the expense of
these games rising in price to compensate for the loss in revenue that these avenues facilitate.

All of these models succeed in the current landscape, and exist in such a way that allow costs to be kept down for customers and profits to
remain consistent for the developers and publishers. What needs to remain, however, is for the power to rest in the hands of the customer as to
whether or not their money is worth buying into a particular business practice. I have mentioned my own views on why video games as a service
is somewhat risky, and I have my own opinions on the concept of early access, but the crux of the matter is that they are my choices to spend my
money the way I wish to spend it. It is the holding to ransom parts of games, or inhibiting the visions of games such as Gears Of War, that choke
the life out of the video game industry. In this respect, publishers face a Sword of Damocles: the way they manage their business practices,
regardless of the costs of games, must not inhibit the consumers, or unequivocally hold any part of their completed game to ransom, lest they
lose the trust in their consumers, and in turn, their money stream.
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What we need to understand as video game consumers, above all else, is that the industry is a business, fueled and designed to make money.
Some people, admittedly, do it for the love of the craft, but there are very few that take a swing at video game development, create a successful
game and then don’t think to themselves: “maybe I can make a living out of this”. The power must lie, as it does now and always should, with the
consumer. If there is a practice we want to stop, we can make it stop if we refuse to let it. What Sweeney’s statements do is allow us a glimpse
into the machine in order to make more refined judgements. Our industry is inherently symbiotic, as is all media related businesses. At the end
of the day, developers, publishers and consumers must cooperate in order for the machine to continue and thrive, so that video games can
continue to capture our imaginations as they always have.
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