[image: image1.jpg]‘The ESRB Controversy.

‘Spencer Thompson
Mr. Craig Fox
English 4CP
1

20 December 2007




[image: image2.jpg]Spencer Thompson
~ Period3
12120007
Ouline

‘Thesis: While the ESRB videogame rating system is reasonable, it s it detailed cnough
‘and bas a ftal faw.

1. PreESRB
o, The rating system beforc ESRB
b. ESRB becomes standard
2. ESRB Offcal Policy
‘e single lete that deseribes the game
. Why this letr st spcific enough to accuatly ratc a game:
3. Lackoof Deail.
2. ESRB's attempt at detal
b. Why it is still inadequate and vague
4. Policy Flaw
o How ESR deals with violence and sx (with xanple)
b, Why this bias works against he syste, creating doubt
5. Conclusion
o Resat thesis
b. ESRB's impact on gaming comparics





[image: image3.jpg]Thompson, 1

Spencer Thompson
Mr. Craig Fox
Period 3
1202007
TheBSRB Controversy

A videogame might sound fike the perfect present from grand toftle iy,
but docs s kindly old man know what rouble he could be in with Jimmy’s mom? This
scenario s being played outall over the United States this holiday season, sometimes
vith disastrous resuls. While the current videogame rating system, called the ESRE
(Entetinment Software Rating Board), was designed to guide consumers towrds age
appropriate and individual fumily standards, it i not detaild cnough to provide uscful
nformation to consumers and has a fual law regarding sex and violence tha creates
doubt in the sysem tslf, Examining th origin of the ESRB system llustates the
inherent problems of the system.

I reaction o beter 16-bit graphics in which blood and gore were much more
ealisic, the fist ating system was crated by Sega of America i 1992 and called self
the Videogame Rating Council (VRC). However, since it aed mosly ts own games,
the system was biascd and had 2o practical use ouside the Sega world. In 1993, the
Iteactive Digal Software Associaion (IDSA) wes formed i an it 0 ereae a
unified rang ystem cross fl plaforms. (“Betertaiment Software Rating Board”)
However, inthesame year, the 30O company (wnther platform) sarid s o rtig
Sysiem for s own games called the 3DO Rating System. After several more attempts at
establishing a universal rating system, the ISDA formed a new entty called the
Entertainment Software Rating Board (ESRB) and put it before Congress. 1t was
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approved in September 1994, making ESRB the offcial ratr of videogames in the
United States (“Entertainment Software Rating Board”) For some tine, diferent
‘manufacturers used some of the older rating systems, causing consumer confusion, but
eventualy all compamics i the United States agreed to adhere o the ESR raings. With
the mew system in place, manufacturers as well as consumers were theoretically on the
same page.

“To understand the flaws of this system, it is important 0 learn how the system
actually works. When a company has finished most of the work on 2 game and just needs
to make & few obscssive-compulsive tweaks to gt everything in perfct working order,
the company sends the ESRB all of the game’s “Pertinent content.” Pertinent content is
deseribed by the ESRB as-

Any contnt thatacsurtly reflects b the st exteme conent ofthe final pocuct i tems of
elevan ating criteriasuh a5 violence, ogusge,sevaliy, gunbling, and alcoho,tobco snd drug
efernc or us and the fnal prodact s & whole —demonsistin th game's context (such s seiing,
Saryline and objectivs) and relaiv fequency of exeeme conen.(“Frequently Asked Questions”)

Based on the pertinent content sent 0 the ESRB, the game will receive one of the
following rtings as found on the ESRB website. Games designated “Early Childhood”
(EC) contan absolutely no objectionable material. Games designated “Everyone” (E)
ypically contain minimal cartoon/fantasy violence, mild language, and “may be suitable
for ages six and older.” Titles rated “Everyone 10+ (E10+) contain more
cartoon/fuatasy violence, mild language, and/or minimal suggestive themes. “Teen'” (T)
‘games contain violence, suggestive themes, crude humor minimal blood, simulated
‘gambling, andior infrequent use of srong language and “may be suitabe for ages thirleen
and older.” “Mature” (M) games contain intense violence, blood and gor, sexual content

andlor steong language, and “may be suitable for persons ages seventeen and older.” The
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of iatense violence and/or graphic sexual conteat and nudity and *should only be played
by persons elghicen years and older.” Additionally, games that are awaiting the ESRB's
final raing are given a temporary rating of “Rating Pending” (RP) which only appears
only in advertising prior o game’s release. (“Game Ralings and Descriptor Gide")

‘The ESRB's single letcr designation both downplays and accentuates various
‘qualiies of the games according to nobulous and subjective interpretatons. Each game
seceives a single leter o represent s rating, and even then the consumer docsn’t know
‘what part of the cricria are prescnt inthe game, nor in what quantity. The ESRB
realized that this was a sigrificant problem, 50 it created seventeen “content descriptors™
that allow the consumer to a oast ind out wha catogories are presen. These
“descriptors” are one (o two word headings that are printed in the rating bos, but the only
iy o find out how the ESRB defines itscontent descriptors is by checking thir online
site. (“Video Game Controversy”) Unfortunately, the ESR describes its content
descriptors with vague word pairs ke mild/ntense, bricfprolonged, and
infrequent/frequent that leave alot of room for interpretation. Consumer confusion
‘caused them t0 re-examine the scventeen content descriptors and further break them
down intothirty content descriptors. While this action did provide more detail ata
certaia love, the descriplors were sll laden with the same vague word pirs s before
Without doing an Internet search, the average consumer still can’t make an informed
decision based on thc information prinid on the box.

‘While lack of detal s very prominent issue in the FSRB debat, the biggest

‘problem in the system s the sirong bias in favor of violenee and against sexual content,
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Jideogamss, prodccd by Rockstr) the player takes on th rol of an urban angsict ¥
‘whose goals include car-jacking, robbery, mass ‘murder, and, of course, having implicd
(unanimated) sex with prostitutcs. While all of that is good and fun and rightfully
anm-mmmmfun«mﬂs.'ﬁmdmnmm:sm
Andreas icked it up & otch, BAM! When the game was being crestd, thre was
originally going to be a fully animated soft-core (no genitals) consensual sex mini-game:
found at a coffee shop (called “Hot Coffec”) where: the player could recover health and.
money. TSR tod Rockstar that there s 50y they couldgiv the game s typicsl

M rting i they included it 50 Rockstar reluctantly took out the mii-game and got the M

required for mass disrbution (an Aduits Only rating is th kiss of death for &
Jidebgame because most retiles will not cven éay the game). That's when things
sarted 0 get ineresting. Soon afte the game’s rlease, hackers found that the mini-
g sill exised, but wasn'taccesibl through game play. (*Video Game Conteoversy)
Due o the populriy of the Grand Thefl Auto serics, there was an almost immediate
publicoutey. The game was ll ove th news and the offensive setion was casly
sccessible on many websits. As aresul, it bocame banned in many countics. The
‘public demanded that the game's raing be changed to Adults Only (A) even though
only about two percent ofthe population could actually hack ito the game and view the
materal. Under tis pressure the ESRIS re-ratd the game Aduts Orly (A),causing
e gaime o be pulled from mst sores and a whopping $280.8 milion dola loss for

Rockstar. (“Video Game Controversy”)
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If “Grand Theft Auto: San Andreas” were going 10 getan Aduls Orly (AO)
sating for anything, gettng it for its sexual content would be at the bottom of th st
Thioughoutthe game the player is encouraged to kill pedestians for moncy, smash
windows of sores so they will pay their profection money, make examples of gang
subordinates by killing them, use cocaine to become stronger, kill people who don’t agree
with the player, and kill members of the police force so thatothers would be mor.
reluctant o report thc player's crimes. In other words, being a cold-blooded, viofent,
immoral criminal s ok, but consensual soft-core sex i not. Unfortunately, the ESRB
seems to have followed the same path & the Motion Picture Association of America.
(MPAA), which i very liberal i s attifude towards violenoo and very puritanical in ts
ititude towards sex. This atiude illsteatos our nation’s widely held cultural atitudes
towards sex and violence, atitudes that don’t make @ Totof sense i terms of creating a
healthy society. Tn contrast, most other counties around the world are more restrctive
on violence-and more accepting of scxual content, especially plain vanilla nudity.
Another cxample of a game that was unfarly rated based o ts sexual content is
“Blder Scrolls V: Oblivion.” The game had monsters, blood and gore, suggestive:
hemes, aad gambling. Additionally, layers could choose to be good or evil sble to
Slaughter innocents whenever they fel fike it and stea s much as they wanted as long a5
hey weren’t caught. The game was orginaly rated T for Teens, but hackers reated a
{opless version of allthe female charactes thatcould be downloaded from the Intermet.
While this content was only available o the technological elite and the game producers
dids create the content, the ESRB again changed the ating of the game, making the

game M for Mature. On the other hand, a spokesperson for the BBFC (British Boasd of
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Film Classification)issued this logical statement regarding the bosid's decision o keep
the same rating. "Were it the case that the developer themselves had included and filed
0 disclose cerain modifications of content, a rcall may be required, but not s a result
Of  patch that has been placed on the Intemet by a tird party.” (‘ESRB re ating of The
Elder Serlls [V: Oblivion") The ESRB's decision to change thir rating from Teen to
Mature was a clear reaction t the public oulery fomented by intense media coverage, not
an investigation into the problem with any measured consideration or methodical process.
“Thisis a father ilustration of the ESRB's knce jerk reacion to sewnudity in any way,
shape,or form. The ESRB allows ther supposedly structured and methodical rating
systen 10 be trumped by any negative publicity, even when the manufecturer is in 10 way
at gt

‘While hackers worked feverishly 0 add sex scene pches o many games, they
have not expended the same time and encrgy on adding more violence. This begs the
question, “Why?" The answer s simple: there s no more violence to add. It s all ot
therein the openin ts vibrant gory detal for anyone o access. The sexual content is
regarded as more exiing, valusbl, and forbidden. Itis hidden in the darkest i of a
game and many toil day and night for a mere gimpse of a aked breast, This mircors our
society’s questionable vlue judgments about sex/mudity and violence. Anyone who

coutinely plays videogames learns that violence is perfectly acceptable, but any sex
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only the information on the bos, the grandpa form the first paragraph till dogsn't have:
nearly enough information to make an informed decision about the garme. Tnstead of
‘sending consumers to the Internct to decode the cryptic words printed on the box, more
detailed information should be required on the box. Afir all, grandpa needs lte Jimmy
0 be able o use the Internet, and Jimmy willtellhim exacly what he wants to hear
Furthermore, since vidcogames ar vulncrable to hacks and patches by technologically
savvy gamers, e atings they carm in thir published version become obsolete alost s
5000 as b games it the market. Ifthe public expects the ESRB to e-rae the games
very time someone feleascs the latest “nipple palch,”the ratings vill mean eve less
than they do now and becom significantly more confusing. Grandpa could buy a game
while i's rated T for Teen and two weeks later, when ltle fimmy opens it for Christmas,
e parents could look onlinc o hear of a controversy on the news and find tht s now
rated M for Mature. Grandpa hus good inentions, but o be safe he might need to tick to
Ligos ora ice hand-Knitted sweate i the fuure. This would be good economic news
for the Lego and yam companis, but vidcogame producers could suffera major kit to the
bottom lin.




