
Apple pays up, but only to US users
Apple will pay US$100m (S$123m)
in compensation to US parents
whose children have racked up
massive bills by buying extra
content for ‘free’ iPad games, The
Daily Mail reported two weeks
ago.

It will offer US$5 iTunes vouchers to 23 million
people and those who are claiming more than
US$30 can opt for a cash refund instead.

The youngsters had made purchases playing on-
line games and generated hefty charges on their
parents’ credit cards.

But Apple’s offer is currently made eligible only
to those in the US.

Apple started requiring users to input a password
to authorise transactions in March 2011.

But many parents around the world have already
been hit by large and unexpected bills.

A US legal case was triggered by a nine-year-old
girl from Pennsylvania, who bought US$200 of
‘virtual money’ from three free Apple games.

In a lawsuit brought by her father, the games
were described as “highly addictive” and designed
to “compel” children to buy game currency.

The case involves games such as Angry Birds,
Zombie Takeover, Playmobil Pirates and Racing Pen-

guin, some of which are offered as free downloads
on tablets such as Apple’s iPad.

Often, the first time a parent
finds out about the purchases is
when their credit card has
reached its limit or there is a huge
hole in their account.

The lawsuit, filed by five parents in 2011, in-
volved allegations surrounding purchases in certain
downloaded apps, which plaintiffs claim were made
by children without the knowledge or permission of
the account holder.

The lawsuit also alleged that “Apple failed to
adequately disclose that third-party Game
Apps, largely available for free and rated as
containing content suitable for children, con-
tained the ability to make In-App Purchases”.

Founder of parenting website Netmums
Siobhan Freegard told the Daily Mail in early
February that they have heard of cases where
“parents have been hit with bills for hundreds
of pounds as the apps are often linked to their
card details through iTunes. Often, the bills
aren’t immediate and it takes days to find out
they have been charged”.

In theory, Apple accounts require users to
input a password to clear any purchases.

However, if the parent uses the password once,
this creates a 15-minute window where the child
can then make a series of purchases.

Separately, children who have become en-
grossed in a game will often pester their parents
continuously to allow them to make purchases.

Ms Justine Roberts, founder of Mumsnet, was
reported saying: “It’s all too easy for our children to
get sucked into games and, before you know it,
they’ve racked up huge costs buying coins, berries
and doughnuts.

“You do need to keep an eye on your child’s
device settings and to keep your password for pur-
chases private at all costs.”

PEOPLE

Both he and Associate Professor Angeline Khoo
of the National Institute of Education, who studies
the Internet and video-gaming issues, recom-
mend that parents set boundaries.

Says Prof Khoo: “Parents need to be aware
and vigilant in monitoring their children’s gam-
ing and mobile phone habits.”

She adds that such behaviour may prove to be
a long-term problem as they may turn out to be
problematic gamblers.

“There is research evidence that problematic
gamblers are more likely to spend excessive
amounts of time playing video games”.

Warning signs –
take note when:
 The child stops talking to you or declines to eat with

you, preferring to spend time on the mobile device.

 The child assumes that the parents’ mobile devices are
theirs to use – without permission.

 The child exhibits possessive behaviour towards the
mobile device – like taking the mobile devices wherev-
er they go, including into the toilet.

What should parents do?
 Set boundaries on what the child can do on the mobile

phone

 Establish procedures, like asking for permission, if the
child wants access to the mobile devices.

 Sign up for a pre-paid subscription rather than a

post-paid one – that restricts how much a child can

use.

 Utilise the phone’s controls for filtering and mobile

security – most phones have the option to turn off

in-app purchases.

 Monitor phone bills – especially call and data usage,

text messages sent and in-game credit purchases.

Dr Winslow says: “Being aware of your child’s smart-

phone habits is key, especially when the next wave of

addiction to Internet connectivity is akin to drugs like

heroin.”
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Parents need to set limits
on mobile phone habits
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