Farewell

After almost 3 years of developing and maintaining tools for AdCom and Ages, | am
stepping down and leaving the tools to Enigma. | truly appreciate all the support |
received from the community; it's all meant a lot to me. I'd like to explain my discomfort
I've had with Hyper Hippo's business model, but if you just want to know where the tools
have moved, | totally get that, and you can skip to the end.

Playing with Fire

While | share many players' concerns about HH's content and priorities, my biggest
issue is its business model (and that of many similar games). Put simply, | think each of
these three is separately playing with fire: designing games that specifically appeal to a
young audience; designing addictive, data-driven games; and monetizing via gambling.
Together, | think it's a dangerous recipe with a lot of potential mental health harm that |
feel game developers downplay and overlook because the recipe has proven very
lucrative. And if you're thinking that | basically just described a significant portion of the
mobile game market, I'd agree and say I'm broadly concerned about that being one of
the most accessible forms of entertainment to younger players. And if you're thinking
that HH's games are nowhere near as bad as other popular ones, I'd agree and say most
of us probably wouldn't be here if we did, but I've come to feel like this is a lot like the
Door-in-the-face Technique, where the existence of an extreme makes you more
comfortable with something than you would otherwise be. And similarly, the existence
of many "not as bad" examples makes the extreme ones more legitimate.

Gambling is Gambling

Unlike, for example, violence in video games, which almost never attempts to evoke the
same feelings as being involved in real violence, simulated gambling is virtually identical
to the traditional idea of gambling. It's just different stakes, and I'd argue in some cases
the stakes are bigger in games (especially when you're gambling for something with
limited time availability, unlike money). We don't just have a minimum legal age for
gambling because we're worried kids will lose their allowance, but because gambling is
a dangerous and habit-forming activity that can be exacerbated by mixing it with other
forms of habituation and reward systems that are common in free-to-play games. In
fact, gambling addiction appears to be on the rise in young adults, which is likely due to
how widespread and integrated into everything it has become. Gambling addiction is
nothing to play around with, either. Even among other mental health challenges,
gambling addiction has some very serious outcomes. One study found nearly 1in 5
patients diagnosed with suicidal ideations were also diagnosed with gambling


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Door-in-the-face_technique
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foot-in-the-door_technique
https://www.theage.com.au/national/gambling-linked-to-one-in-five-suicidal-patients-20100420-srri.html

addiction. And even when it doesn't go to that extreme, there's still often significant
harm to themselves, their loved ones and community.

Freemium isn't Free, it's Negging

While people have been critical of freemium games for a long time, another way to think
about freemium games is like social media, since they have similar incentives and use a
lot of the same psychological techniques in order to monetize. The problem is, more
and more evidence is piling up that social media is very likely hurting our collective
mental health, and | think that's because there's no incentive for companies to prioritize
that over making more money. And like social media, | think there is a ton of potential
benefit to having access to free games, | just think we're not being honest about the real
cost.

Because it's so lucrative, there's a wealth of psychological tricks that free-to-play games
use in order to make money. I'd recommend googling the basics yourself if you're
unfamiliar. One of the biggest groups are variations on "subtly/directly make all players
feel bad regularly until their defenses wear down and a small percentage of all the
bad-feeling players spend money to stop feeling bad temporarily." Most of the bad
experiences you've had inside AdCom or Ages are an intentional part of its design. Every
time you got frustrated and stuck for a big portion of an event because the Common
you need doesn't have a scripted drop is to sell more loot boxes. Same with every
sudden jump in difficulty, or even simply Collect/Upgrade Card missions which are
intended to suddenly appear. While those are acutely frustrating experiences,
data-driven live-service games have lots of tools to do this in more subtle or targeted
ways, or even predict when you're about to healthily quit the game and draw you back in.
A non-freemium addictive game like Hades or Siralim Ultimate has almost no incentive
to make you depressed or screw with your head while you play them for hundreds of
hours.

Sure, you can use the Mission Tracker to alleviate some issues, but most players don't
use external resources for their games, and the business model depends on that fact. |
don't think we should be ok with predatory tactics just because we feel like they're not
working on us, or because they're happening to people who aren't in-the-know. Similarly,
| can't blame somebody for choosing to wake up in the middle of the night and harm
themselves to open their capped free event capsules because of all the addictive
incentive systems built-in, since people are not the fabled Homo Economicus who
constantly act in our own self-interest, but | can blame companies that take advantage
of that gray area to make money, while taking no responsibility for the effects of their
incentives. | think it is particularly concerning for the Incremental genre HH works in.
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Since Incremental games strip away most traditional game elements to focus solely on
a core progression loop for regular hits of dopamine, a lot more of their audience than,
say, Mario, is going to have struggles with addiction, impulse control, or other mental
health issues (for example, r/IncrementalGames prominently displays gaming addiction
help resources). | think anybody working in this space should try to take extra care to be
mindful and respectful of its players, and not take advantage of their vulnerability for a
profit. And that goes doubly true when your games are very clearly designed to appeal
to a younger audience, who are additionally vulnerable to the sorts of behavioral
programming freemium games use. And when you have a young audience and all these
incentive systems and programming that are designed to funnel players into
monetization, | think that's dangerous, but when you're funneling them into gambling
(regardless of whether that audience spends much or can even opt into spending real
money), that crosses a line for me.

New Management

While | no longer want to support Hyper Hippo and other similar games personally, |
don't want to punish all the players who don't feel as strongly as me about this issue. So
| asked Enigma to become the new owner of the tools, and he has graciously agreed.
Y'all are in great hands; Enigma has already contributed a ton to the community in the
half-year he's been around, he's very active and constantly helping people on Discord,
and has been assisting with the Tracker and other technical projects.

Enigma's Mission Trackers will be hosted from his own account and URL, so your data
will not automatically transfer. You will need to import your data from this site by visiting
these links, which will automatically import your data or walk you through the process.
These will overwrite your data on Enigma's Trackers, so do not import a game more
than once.

e Import AdCom Mission Tracker data
e Import Ages Mission Tracker data

Here are links to the new FAQ's:
e New AdCom FAQ

e New Ages FAQ



https://zephyron1237.github.io/adcom-mission-tracker/export.html
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