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Introduction
Last year, Parenting NI wrote an article on video games and your children, which is
available here. In that article, we spoke about the impacts of video games on children.
We also spoke the positive and negative effects games might have on your child or
young person, and went thorough where you might get more information.
However, due to consistent calls on the topic to the Regional Parent’s Helpline, we
realised that it would be useful if we gave parents an overview of the games their
children are playing.
So, do you know your Battle Royales from your MOBAs? Do you know how much 100
“Vbucks” cost? Is your child or young person in a “clan” online? If you don’t know what
any of this means – don’t worry! This article will go through three of the most popular
games as of August 2018, and explain a few mechanics that are common in many
games that parents should be aware of.

Roblox – PEGI rating “7”
If you have quite young children (particularly if they are still in primary school) you may
have heard of Roblox. Launched in 2006, Robolox is what is called a “Massively
Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Game” or MMORPG for short. All it means is that it is a
game that is:
•

Massively Multiplayer – more than a few players at once (often in the hundreds
or thousands).

•

Online – Playable online. Usually games like that cannot be played without an
internet connection.

•

Role-playing Game – This just means that you play a character in the game,
rather than doing something like racing or shooting.

You may recall a game called “World of Warcraft”, which was very popular around 1012 years ago. World of Warcraft was one of the first truly mainstream MMORPGs.
So what makes Roblox different, and what makes it particularly popular with younger
children? Well, firstly, like all three games on this list Roblox is “free to play”. That
means that in order to download and play the game, no money is required. This makes
it accessible for children. Secondly, the unique element of Roblox is that is functions
somewhat like an online version of LEGO. Players can develop their own games, which
are hosted in a social media style list.
In fact, it is easier to understand Roblox not as a single, large game, but as a collection
of many hundreds of smaller mini-games. You keep the same “character” in each of
these games, and players can pay real money to customise their character.
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The login screen for Roblox is shown here:

1.

These are the games that you can play.

2.

ROBUX are the online currency.

3.

This the “Roblox Studio” where players can create their own games.

4.
This blue bar allows people to chat to people they add to a “party” or group of
friends.
As you can see from the above screenshot, there is a wide range of “games” to play on
Roblox. Unlike a typical game the quality, length and style of these games is varied.
Many are copies of more popular games. The appeal, particularly to younger children is
the opportunity to play a sort of off-brand version of games that they may otherwise be
unable to afford or that their parents are unwilling to purchase. For example, one of the
most popular games is “Mining Simulator” based on Minecraft, as seen below.
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Gameplay – or what exactly players do in game – can vary widely. In one game, they
may be building collaboratively, or attempting to work together to escape a maze. They
may be pretending to be the manager of a company, or they may be fighting one
another. Because of the simplistic and child-like graphics of Roblox, even potentially
violent imagery is unlikely to be considered very offensive according to video games
rating organisations, like the Pan European Game Information (PEGI) system.
Parents should be aware that while most games are harmless and the variety means
that children have an opportunity to play many different types of games, there are
issues with quality control. There have been incidents of inappropriate or obscene
content and games. While Roblox attempts to keep this to a minimum, the volume of
games (there are thousands of game types) makes this difficult. Not all games are free
– some require a user to pay a fee (usually small) to access the game. However,
because these games are user-created there are no specific rules about what must or
must not be paid for.
As shown by the screenshot below, there are a number of games that may not be
suitable for younger children. These include games based around horror, combat and
other mature themes.

If you have a child or young person who plays Roblox, then you have most likely been
asked to purchase “ROBUX” before. As previously mentioned, Roblox is free to play the
basic game. However, the game earns money by selling in-game items for your in-game
character. These are often user-generated and have an enormous variety.
These items are bought using in game money called “Robux”. There are a number of
ways in which a player might earn ROBUX, but the primary method is purchasing for
real money. The costs are as follows:
400 ROBUX = £4.59
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800 ROBUX = £8.99
2000 ROBUX = £22.99

Looking at the items listed above (and keeping in mind that there are more than 6000
items) it is easy to see how Roblox can become an expensive hobby quickly, despite
being “free to play”. In addition, the items for sale may or may not be suitable for
younger children. While nothing openly sexually suggestive is allowed, the range of
created content means that there is a wide scope for individuals to express themselves.
Because of the exclusivity of the paid for items, there is prestige associated with having
them in game. This contributes to the appeal for players, particularly young players who
have limited access to the money to buy the items themselves.
Roblox allows users to create their own games. While the creation studio is not overly
complex, it is unlikely that younger children will make much usage themselves of it.
However, it is possible that a young person may take an interest which leads to a more
general interest in computer science. Creators of popular items of games can make
money from their creations. A talented and dedicated player can create anything from
race courses to space stations.
A strong component of Roblox popularity is the social aspects of the game. While most
online games will have some form of interactivity, the “massively multiplayer” aspect of
Roblox is one of the primary draws for players. Each game type will have multiple
separate games playing called “servers”. Servers are listed and players can join if they
are open and have spare slots.
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A player will not necessarily know the other players on their server. Each server (and
game type) will be different, and as such may have different rules and regulations.
Some basic rules apply over all servers, which Roblox have collected in their community
guidelines. These are fairly extensive and ban things like swearing, sexualisation and
bullying. It is important for parents to keep in mind that much of this moderation requires
the behaviours being reported, and therefore can be inconsistent or slow.
Players can add others to a “friends list”, if they both have a Roblox account. While this
is helpful for children or young people who wish to play together, there is no
requirement that that they know each other in real life. Parenting NI would recommend
parents get to know who is on their child’s “friend list”.
A simplified chart of how a player uses Roblox works is:

Roblox is in many ways a remarkable video game. It allows for exploration and
expression in a much wider sense than many other more traditional games. If your child
develops an interest in programming or computer design, Roblox is potentially an
excellent opener for them.
However, the size and depth of the types of game available are also a cause of
concern. Roblox is known for having an audience that skews younger, and there will be
people seeking to exploit that. If your child or young person wants to play Roblox,
consider carefully if you are prepared to keep a close eye on what they are actually
playing.

Fortnite – PEGI rating “12”
If you have heard of any of the games on this list, you have probably heard of Fortnite.
Fortnite is a shooter game, played in either first person (looking “though” the eyes of the
player) or third-person (looking over the shoulder of the player) perspective. Fortnite
was first released in 2017, reaching 125 million players by June of 2018.
While there are two main game “styles”, by far the more popular is “Battle Royale”. This
mode pits up to 100 individual players into a last-man standing battle. Players can play
alone (called Solos) or in squads of twos (Duos) or fours (Quads).
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Players start in a “battle bus”, a literal bus pictured above which flies over the playing
field. Players jump (or “drop”) at a chosen point. Upon landing, they scavenge for items
such as guns and armour and seek to be the last person (or team) alive. At this point,
the game is over and a winner is announced. They can also build structures or defences
in the game in real time.

Like Roblox, Fortnite is free to play the base game. Those seeking “skins” (costumes for
player characters), “emotes” (animations such as dances) or other cosmetic items must
purchase these with in-game money called “Vbucks”
VBucks range in price – because Fortnite can be played on the Xbox, a computer, on a
phone or other platforms. They can be spent in-game on a rotating selection of items.

Fortite also uses “Battle Passes”. These are a series of rewards such as increased
items, better experience and even Vbucks. Battle passes run across “seasons”, which
are set periods of time usually lasting a few weeks or months. Battle passes have
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“levels” that can be earned via playing or bought using Vbucks. There are a number of
subtle marketing tactics that are in play with in-game purchases as opposed to using
real money.
Firstly, any given item is only available to purchase in a random rotation. When a player
sees a costume they want, there is an urgency to buy right away – or else they may
have to wait an undetermined period of time for another chance.
Secondly, the fact that Vbucks are bought in blocks of hundreds, players usually have
left over in-game currency. This creates a feeling that unused currency is “money
wasted” and encourages further purchases of Vbucks to “make use” of the remainder.
In this way, the game makes buying items quickly and repeatedly very appealing to a
player. It also helps to explain why a child may be insistent on day that a parent provide
money, and seem relatively disinterested the next. Similar to Roblox, there is prestige
associated with having cosmetic items. Those who do not (or cannot afford to) buy
items are sometimes mocked as “no-skins” or “nobodies”. While much of this teasing is
light-hearted, it is not difficult to see how it could affect the self-esteem of a child or
young person if they feel that they are the “only ones” left out.
The popularity of Fortnite is intrinsically linked to “streaming”, this is the practice of
sharing video in real-time of your game play with others. The two most popular websites
for streaming are Youtube and Twitch. As of writing, there are more than 121,000
people watching Fortnite on switch and the most popular “streamers” are casting to an
audience in excess of 29,000 viewers.

The appeal of watching their favourite “streamers” is similar to watching a professional
sport match. Those watching a stream can communicate with each other and with the
person casting via a “chat” system. A sub-culture often sprouts up around a particular
streamer. This can include in-jokes, common slang terms and other elements that are
easily identifiable to those in the know, and unintelligible to those without.
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Fortnite is of course, not the only game that is popular to stream. It is, however one of
the most consistently popular. Popular streamers are able to earn significant sums of
money from donations, brand deals and advertising. The prospect of making money
playing video games, along with having loyal fans explains why many children have
begun to see “streamer” or “youtuber” as an exciting potential career.
If a group of children or young people at school all follow the same streamer, it can
become an important part of their social life. However, it is very important for parents to
understand that while the video game is providing the background and content for the
stream, the stream itself is not regulated in the same manner. While the game may be
rated as appropriate for younger children, the content of the stream may not be. Crude
humour, explicit language and other types of potentially concerning behaviour are all
very common on many streams.

League of Legends – PEGI rating “12”
League of Legends, or LoL is a free to play Multiplayer Online Battle Arena or MOBA
game. In this game, and others like it (Defence of the Ancients 2, Smite and Heroes of
the Storm for example) two teams of 3-5 each players choose “champion” characters
and battle for control of a map. League of Legends is arguably the most popular MOBA
– with around 100 million active players per month. Like Fortnite or Roblox, League of
Legends is free to play, and makes money by selling in-game items and characters.
There are around 140 different “champions” in League of Legends. Each has a slightly
different play style –for example, one may be effective at long range or may be able to
heal friends of damage. Teams are designed to be built in sync with each other, and
often choices are made in conjunction with other teammates to ensure that they have all
the necessary elements.

League of legends is an older game, first released in 2009. Its game play is also
arguably more complex and challenging than Roblox’s most popular modes and
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Fortnite’s battle royale. As a result of both of these factors, the player base for League
of Legends tends to be a little older. In all likelihood, if your child or young person is
playing league of legends or another MOBA they will be in their mid to later teens. If
they are playing League of Legends or other MOBA games, and are younger, parents
should be particularly cautious.
Not every champion is available to play at all times. Each week, a different selection of
champions will be available to play for free. If a player wishes to play as a champion
who is not in the current rotation, they have to purchase them. In League of Legends,
there are two types of currency, a standard and premium. These are:
“Riot Points” – this is the premium currency. These must be bought and can be used to
purchase cosmetic items and champions.
“Blue Essence” – This is the standard currency, and is earnt via playing the game.

Many games have this two-currency model, sometimes referred to as “freemium”. By
having some items available to purchase with points rather than only for real money, the
developers can argue that they are not as exploitative as normal free to play games.
One of the issues with this is that the quality and range of items available for purchase
with premium currency is much more than with standard. As with Roblox or Fortnite,
these items that may seem inconsequential to people who do not play the game are
considerably more important for those that do. The easiest direct comparison is the role
and importance of designer clothing, which have more cache than more generic brands.
One of the major concerns that parents may have about League of Legends and other
MOBA games is the toxicity of the community that their child is playing with. While all
online games will have a level of unpleasant behaviour, League of Legends is renowned
for having a particular problem with this. While the developers of the game have made
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consistent efforts to address this, the gameplay loop of league of legends is uniquely
susceptible to problem behaviour.
This is because atypical “game” of League of Legends can last between 30 minutes to
an hour. A player may feel that another has made mistakes, a sub-optimal champion
selection or has other issues. If this is the case, the time “wasted” is long compared to
many other games and can incite feelings of anger.

If your child or young person is having strong reactions to their performance in video
games, the best step a parent can take is to talk to them. Parents may justifiably feel
that their child or young person is overreacting to a loss in a game, but should take the
time to consider why they may be acting in this way. It is possible that they are simply
upset about the game, but equally it may be a sign of more general frustration in life.
Asking your young person why they feel so emotionally invested and get so upset is an
opportunity to talk about feelings and how to deal with emotions. Simply shutting them
down and telling them to “get over it” may inadvertently cause more stress.

Payment and Parental Controls
You may have read stories in the media about parents who have gotten stung with
large, unexpected bills because of their child’s in-game purchases. The main manner by
which this happens is parents accidentally letting the game “save” their credit card
details. In the same way that Tesco, Amazon or any number of online businesses can
save details to make payment easier, so to can video games.
From there, it is relatively easy for children or young people to make further purchases.
They may do this intentionally, but it is equally likely that they will click assuming that it
will not work. The best way to combat this is to ensure that you do not tick “save my
payment details” when making a purchase. Alternatively, many games allow you to
make physical purchases of vouchers that can be redeemed online. If you use this
method, no payment details are ever processed by the game.
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Another important aspect of video gaming, particularly for younger children are parental
controls. Some games have specific parental controls built in, but the easiest way to
implement them is via the platform that your child or young person uses to play the
game. In the case of the three games that are listed here, the “platform” is a PC, Xbox
or PlayStation. Each has its own method of implementing parental controls. For a PC,
this is a little more complicated, as parents will often need to install third-party
programmes to monitor and restrict access to individual websites, games or
programmes. Rather than suggesting a particular company, Parenting NI would advise
parents to ask someone in their life who is comfortable with computers to help, or to ask
for help from an expert.
For PlayStation and Xbox, setting up parental controls involves going into the settings
on the consoles. On the Xbox, head to “Settings > Account > Family” and choose your
child or young person’s username. From there, you will be presented with a number of
options to restrict games based on age rating. On a PlayStation, go to “Settings >
Parental controls/Family Management > Parental Controls”. Again, you will be
presented with a number of individual options to restrict games and features.

Conclusion
Video games are a fast evolving medium. By the time that you are reading this article, it
is entirely possible that all of the above games will have waned in popularity. Equally,
there are thousands of games available, and your child or young person may be playing
any of them.
It is important to try to know the names of the games that your child is playing. Games
are regulated by the Pan European Game Information (PEGI) system, and are rated.
Parents can go on to the PEGI website here, and can search for any game. This will
give an overview of the content of the game, and help parents to determine if the game
is suitable for their child. This system works like movie ratings, and Parenting NI would
strongly encourage parents to check the ratings of every game that they know their child
is playing.
The most effective step that a parent can take is communicating with their young
person. While taking an active interest in the games your child or young person plays
may be challenging, having a general understanding of what they play and what is
involved will help allay fears and catch problems. It is unreasonable to expect a parent
to have an in-depth understanding of every video game that their child may play.
However, rather than seeing them as mystifying sources of concern, parents should see
their children’s interest in gaming as an opportunity.
Instead of saying “this is a waste of your time” or “go outside and play”, which may lead
to an argument, ask “what do you like about that game?”. Children will appreciate the
chance to talk about their interests, and parents may learn more about what their child
enjoys.
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In the end precisely how much time is “enough” or “too much” for video games will be
different for each family. Rather than worrying over a specific time limit, parents should
be aware of the impact that gaming is having on their child’s behaviour. If they are
becoming withdrawn, or acting out, then it may be time to reassess how much gaming is
done. Equally, parents should be vigilant and look out for signs that something may be
wrong – if a child suddenly stops playing a particular game without reason, or withdraws
from gaming entirely without an obvious replacement activity that may be symptomatic
of more concerning problems. Always talk to your child if you are concerned about a
change in their behaviour.
If you are worried about your child’s gaming habits, or if you are struggling with issues
related to video games, you can always call Parenting NI’s free helpline on 0808 8010
722.

13

