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• groups such as women, the elderly and middle-aged commuters 
who would never describe themselves as gamers but are more 
than happy to play "FarmVille" on Facebook or "Angry Birds" on 
their smartphones. 

The biggest market is America, whose consumers this year 
are expected to spend $14.1 bil l ion on games, mostly on the con
sole variety written for Microsoft's Xbox 360, Sony's PlayStation 
3 or Nintendo's Wii . Consoles also dominate in Britain, the fifth-
largest gaming market. In other parts of Europe, and particularly 
Germany, PC games are more popular, says Peter Moore, chief 
operating officer of Electronic Arts, a big games publisher. "Ger
man parents tend to see console games as childish, but they 
think pcs have some education value," he notes. 

China is already the second-biggest market and one of the 
fastest-growing, w i t h sales rising by 20% last year. The high price 
of consoles and rampant piracy have encouraged the develop
ment of online games, mostly played on pcs, which are easier to 
protect from pirates. 

Japan is a law unto itself. It was the second-biggest market 
until China overtook it earlier this year, but the Japanese idea of 
fun is different from other people's. Western games that sell well 
elsewhere tend to struggle there, says Mr Moore, and the same is 
true of Japanese games in the West. Nobody really knows why. 
In high-tech South Korea, the fourth-largest market, pcs and on
line games are also popular, not least because of lingering resent
ment of Japanese products. 

The PlayStation generation 
If you had to pinpoint the moment when gaming started to 

move from niche to mainstream, December 3rd 1994 would be a 
good date to pick. That was when Sony, a Japanese consumer-
electronics giant, launched its PlayStation console. Unti l then 
games-console companies, led by Sega and Nintendo, had con

centrated largely on children and teenagers. Their best-known 
products featured the adventures of pixellated Italian plumbers 
and cute cartoon hedgehogs. But the PlayStation's neat design, 
slick marketing and line-up of big-budget games appealed to 
young men in their 20s and 30s, says Piers Harding-Rolls of 
Screen Digest, a firm of media analysts. 

Another big event was the launch of Nintendo's Wi i con
sole in 2006. This was specifically aimed at women, families and 
those who had never played video games before. Its user-friend
ly, simple design, intuitive motion-sensitive controller and light-
hearted games based on fitness, sports and the sorts of puzzles 
found on the back pages of newspapers helped it sell 89m units, 
half as many again as PlayStation 3 or Xbox 360. 

Now the ever-increasing computing power of mobile 
phones has put the means of playing games into the pockets of 
people who would never think of spending hundreds of dollars 
on a dedicated console or a P C . The simple games that came pre
loaded onto the mobile handsets of a decade ago have evolved 
into a subset of the industry in its o w n right, appealing to a more 
casual crowd who play them on trains, in airport departure 
lounges or while waiting for the washing to finish. Today's 
smartphones pack far more computing power than the original 
PlayStation, and games are a big part of their appeal: the two 
most popular kinds of software on Apple's App Store are games 
and entertainment. 

The internet has played a crucial part in the rise of video 
games, enabling developers to get their products into their cus
tomers' hands without the need for traditional shops or publish
ers. That has allowed small, independent developers to compete 
w i t h the big firms who might spend tens of millions of dollars on 
developing a single title and as much again on marketing it. As a 
result the industry is becoming increasingly fragmented as its 
markets become more differentiated. 
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• The internet has also become a games platform in its own 
right, making the hobby truly sociable by electronically linking 
gamers the world over. Millions of people spend many hours 
each week playing and working (sometimes the distinction is 
not clear) in virtual places such as "World of Warcraft" and " E V E 
Online". Hundreds of millions more play free, simple, sociable 
games on Facebook, such as "Lexulous", which is a bit like Scrab
ble, and "FarmVille", a game w i t h an agricultural setting. Increas
ingly the games themselves are free, but the virtual goods avail
able in these online worlds-a stable for one's electronic horses, 
say, or a particularly pretty shirt for one's digital alter ego to 
wear-cost real money. 

The video-games industry has long been dogged by accusa
tions that violent games breed violent behaviour and that its 
products can cause addiction. The evidence was never strong in 
the first place, but the shady reputation has proved hard to shake 
off. In fact many games do not feature any violence. With the 
new emphasis on more casual games, some of the most popular 
titles involve inoffensive pastimes such as constructing electron
ic cities, completing abstract logic puzzles or managing a virtual 
football team. 

Like all media businesses, the games industry is changing 
fast. What makes it different from the rest is that it has welcomed 
change and innovation and thrived on it. It is now growing in all 
sorts of unexpected ways. For example, the best players can earn 
money (sometimes a lot of it) from "e-sports"-that is, video 
games played professionally, in front of a crowd. And after years 
of talk about an imminent "virtual reality" revolution, it is the 
games industry that has perfected cheap, convincing simula
tions of the real world. Technology pioneered by games is now 
being put to use in fields from military training programmes to 
molecular biology and virtual showrooms for cars. The industry 
has even spawned a management technique, "gamification", 
that applies the psychological principles of game design to moti
vating workers and engaging customers. 

Yet video games are still widely regarded as trivial. This spe
cial report w i l l argue that as the newest and fastest-growing form 
of mass media they deserve to be taken seriously. • 

A ut
iliz

aç
ão

 de
ste

 ar
tig

o é
 ex

clu
siv

a p
ar

a f
ins

 ed
uc

ac
ion

ais
.

Text Box
Matéria

Text Box
Fonte: The Economist: Special Report, London, v. 401, n. 8763, p. 3-5, 10 a 16 Dec. 2011.




