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The video game industry has seen massive development in recent decades, with monetization
strategies becoming an important part of its growth. This thesis combines literature review
and survey research to investigate different monetization models used in the gaming
industry, and how they relate to player spending behaviour and motivations. This thesis
proposes the following research questions: (1) What monetization models exist in the
videogame industry? (2) Why do players spend money on free games or games they already
own? (3) What do players most frequently spend money on in games? The findings from the
survey reveal that players are most motivated by the desire to enhance gameplay, support
developers, and access additional content, with cosmetics and DLCs being some of the most

frequently purchased items.
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1 Introduction

This chapter introduces some background information, goals and limitations, and structure

of the thesis.

1.1 Background

In 1958, the first videogame was created. William Higginbotham’s “Tennis for Two”, first
introduced at a visitors’ day at Brookhaven National Laboratory, was the first ever computer
game to allow users to interact with it using handheld controllers (Nyitray, 2011). While
Tennis for two allowed for control of on-screen gameplay, many do not consider this to have
been a real video game. In 1972 Magnavox Odyssey, the first home video game system
created by Ralph Baer, was released (Wolf, 2008). More popular home video game systems
were developed, one of the most notable ones being the Nintendo Entertainment System

(NES) released by Nintendo in America in 1985 (Wolf, 2008).

Videogames have become increasingly more popular and easier to access in recent years. In
2024 alone, the global games market has been estimated to generate $187.7 billion in
revenue. Mobile games are estimated to earn 49% of the total global revenue, with console

games and PC games earning 28% and 23%, respectively (Newzoo, 2024).

The global revenue generated from games has increased from previous years, as has the total
number of players around the world. In 2024 the total number of players is estimated to reach
3.24 billion globally, with the majority of players coming from the Asia-Pacific region,
accounting for 53% of the total number of players worldwide. Mobile games have proven to
be the most popular gaming platform in 2024 so far, with 2.848 billion players around the
world. PC games have an estimated 908 million players in 2024, and console games have

around 630 million players (Newzoo, 2024).



1.2 Why the topic should be studied

Understanding player spending habits in videogames is crucial for both players and the
gaming industry. As the video game industry’s growth continues, monetization strategies
surrounding games have become increasingly more sophisticated. New monetization
strategies are being developed while older strategies are being refined, making it important
to study their impact. Developers and publishers need to come up with effective
monetization strategies that generate enough revenue for the game, without hindering the
players game experience. Finding a balance between profit and positive player experience is
crucial to maintaining the long-term success of a video game. By studying player spending

habits, this thesis aims to provide insights that benefit both developers and players.

1.3 Goals and limitations

Before delving into the research, the scope and limitations of this thesis must be defined.
The focus of this thesis is to explore monetization models in the video game industry,
identify the key motivations behind player spending, and analyse what players most
frequently spend money on. This is achieved through a review of existing literature and a

survey.

In short, this thesis aims to answer the following research questions:
1. What monetization models exist in the videogame industry?
2. Why do players spend money on free games or games they already own?
3. What do players most frequently spend money on in games?

This thesis will not research monetization outside of video games such as monetization in
mobile apps or social media platforms, nor will it focus on how developers design and

implement monetization strategies.

A survey will be conducted to gain data for answering research questions 2 and 3. While
surveys are an efficient method for collecting data, they also have their downsides. Since the

survey will collect self-reported data, there is a risk that the data collected may have been



subject to bias. The data may have been misreported, or participants may simply

overestimate or underestimate their spending and gaming habits.

Additionally, the sample size of the survey is another potential limitation. Efforts were made
to share the survey across multiple platforms, however the number of participants may not
fully represent the broader gaming population. As a result, the findings may reflect the
opinions of the survey’s participants rather than the opinions of the gaming community as a

whole.

1.4 Thesis structure

The thesis is divided into six chapters:
Chapter 1 introduces the topic, research questions, and thesis structure.

Chapter 2 reviews relevant theory and prior research, providing a foundation for the next

chapters.

Chapter 3 outlines the research method, including survey design and data collection

processes.
Chapter 4 presents and analyses the results of the survey.
Chapter 5 discusses the findings of our research.

Chapter 6 concludes the thesis, summarizing key findings.



2 Related research and theory

This chapter aims to provide the reader with some knowledge about existing monetization
models in the videogame industry, explores theories on player motivation and spending

behaviour in games, and reviews related research found on these topics.

2.1 Monetisation

Let’s start this chapter off by defining what is meant by monetization in the context of this
thesis. As Tim Fields puts it in his book, when discussing monetization in the context of
videogames, it refers to “the best ways you can get users to pay you” (Fields, 2014). The
concept is as straightforward as it sounds, however there exists many different methods of
monetization in videogames. At their core all monetization strategies aim to accomplish the
same goal, which is to earn revenue from the game. The following subchapter will discuss

some of the most common types of monetization in further detail.

2.1.1 Monetization models and terminology in videogames

Traditional retail / Pay-to-Play

There has been a big shift in monetization strategies in the video game industry during recent
years. In the early days of gaming when games were mainly played on a console at home,
one-time purchase models were the most common. Players would pay for the hardware by
buying the console and then buy the whole game as a one-time purchase. This sort of one-
time monetization model encouraged game developers to create longer games to be able to
justify a higher price (Bboren3, 2023). Nowadays various more complex monetization

strategies have emerged, largely due to the growing popularity of online games.
Subscription models

Faster internet connections and improved infrastructure offered people a new way of playing
games: online (Dillon and Cohen, 2013). Online games were not a new concept, but it wasn’t

until the rise of successful titles like World of Warcraft and Everquest in the late 90’s and



early 2000’s that massively multiplayer online games (MMOs) gained popularity (Bboren3,
2023), (Dillon and Cohen, 2013). World of Warcraft was released in 2004 (World of
Warcraft, n.d.) and brought with it the concept of subscription models to the world of
gaming. World of Warcraft’s monthly subscription price has been $15 a month for the past
20 years (Colp and Lahti, 2024). Subscription models in games allow developers to receive
a steady stream of income while continuously adding new content and updating the game
(Bboren3, 2023), (Dillon and Cohen, 2013). The subscription model has proven to be a big
success, and at its peak in 2010 World of Warcraft had 12 million subscribers (WikiOus,
2024).

Free-to-Play

In the late 2000’s, a monetization model known as free-to-play (F2P) started being used in
some games (Bboren3, 2023). This model was very unique when it first appeared, because
unlike other monetization models at the time which either asked for payment in the form of
upfront payment or ongoing subscription, the F2P model typically offers the base game to
players free of charge, instead earning revenue from optional in-game purchases or
advertisements (Alha, 2020). According to Lovell (2011), F2P games not only remove
barriers, but they also remove the upper limit for how much a player could potentially spend

on the game (Lovell, 2011).

Freemium, in-game advertisements, and cosmetic upgrades are just a few of the many kinds
of F2P business models to exist. According to Gu, Kannan and Ma (2018) the freemium
business model is a monetization strategy in which “customers can get a basic version of a
product or service for free and switch to a premium version with additional features by
paying a price” (Gu, Kannan and Ma, 2018). In the context of video games, freemium means
that players have access to a functioning game but must pay for additional content or

powerful in-game assets (Wikipedia Contributors, 2024).

Cosmetics are defined by Nico Winata et al. as additional products that exist solely within
the videogame (Nico Winata et al., 2022). In Multiplayer Online Battle Arena (MOBA)
games for example, most cosmetic products simply change the appearance of the character
to avoid impacting gameplay balance (Yilmaz, 2016). League of Legends is an example of
a F2P MOBA game that uses cosmetic items as the core monetization strategy. The

cosmetics sold are usually referred to as “skins” which allow players to change their
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characters appearance without having an impact on gameplay balance. Skins for in-game
characters are the most popular, as they change the appearance of the character. Players can
also purchase skins for other things, such as “wards” (an item used in the game), and players

also have the option to purchase icons and emotes.

The F2P model has shown to be incredibly lucrative, and according to Paavilainen et al.
(2013) there are two main advantages that have helped the F2P model become so successful.
Firstly, it creates flexible price points for players that are willing to spend larger or smaller
amounts of money for additional content, and secondly, it allows a “wider range of player

segments” to have access to the game (Paavilainen J. et al., 2013).
Microtransactions

Microtransactions allow players to buy in-game items (for example cosmetics or XP boosts)
in exchange for a small amount of currency. Such items are not typically required in order
to play the game but can instead enhance the gameplay experience for players (Chandler,
2020, p.18). Microtransactions first started to be seen in video games in the early 2000’s
(Ball and Fordham, 2018) after which they started to appear more and more frequently

(especially in online games).
Battle pass/ Season Pass

Battle passes contain unlockable rewards that can be earned by completing in-game
challenges over a given time period. Battle passes were first introduced to the gaming scene
in 2013 when Valve Corporation added the “compendium” to Dota2 as a way to raise money
for Dota2’s yearly international tournament. Since then, battle passes have become

commonplace in F2P games (Joseph, 2021).
Loot boxes

Loot boxes are defined by King and Delfabbro (2018) as an “in game reward system that
can be purchased repeatedly with real money to obtain a random selection of virtual items”
(King and Delfabbro, 2018). Because players are unaware of what exact item they will get
before purchasing and opening a loot box, there are concerns that loot boxes have elements
of chance that are similar to gambling. According to King and Delfabbro, loot boxes
resemble gambling because they have a randomly determined outcome that does not rely on

player skill. Some loot boxes can be considered pay to win, as rewards from the loot boxes
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may give players a strong character or item that can assist the player in winning in-game
fights, possibly giving them an advantage over other players. Other loot boxes are purely
cosmetic, such as the loot boxes in Counter-Strike: Global Offensive where players can
spend money to unlock weapon cases that contain cosmetic upgrades for in-game weapons

(Zendle, Meyer and Ballou, 2020).
DLCs

Downloadable content (DLC) is defined by Lee et al. (2015) as additional content that goes
beyond bug fixing, offering players new content in the form of new characters, dungeons,
stories, etc. (Lee, J. H. et al., 2015). DLC’s differ from modifications (mods) in the sense
that mods are typically free, fan-made changes to the games code while DLC’s are officially
produced by the game developer or publisher and focus on adding pre-packaged content
rather than modifying the game’s underlying code (Lee, J. H. et al., 2015). When a game
finds success, it is not uncommon for its developers to publish DLC’s for the players to enjoy

(Translated by Content Engine LLC, 2022).

2.2 Motivation behind spending money on games

2.2.1 Types of spenders

The implementation of monetization strategies in video games has evolved over time along
with the industry, and nowadays free-to-play mechanics are essentially core features of
online videogames (Dreier et al., 2017). The popularity of the F2P revenue model has
brought with it a strong need to understand the players’ buying power in order to design
effective marketing strategies. Because of this, game companies have started to divide
players into different categories based on their in-game spending habits. “Whales” are the
biggest spenders, followed by “dolphins”, the moderate spenders, and “minnows”
representing the low spenders (Yang et al., 2018). Dreier et al. include an additional
category in their research called “freeloaders”, to represent the non-spenders (Dreier et al.,
2017). In their research, Dreier et al. define whales as “gamers with high financial
performance (20€ [Average Revenue Per (Paying) User])”, accounting for 10% of total

spenders in a game. Dolphins are players that spend an estimate of 5€ a month, making up



12

for 40% of spenders, and minnows are players that spend around 1€ per month, accounting
for 50% of all spenders (Dreier et al., 2017). A different study estimates that whales spend
over 25% per month on average accounting for over 50% of the revenue generated, despite
representing less than 15% of the player base. The same study estimates that minnows pay
around 1$-58 a month and account for less than 15% of the revenue (Shi, Xia and Huang,
2015). It is worth noting that while the average whale spends around 25$ a month on a

game, some whales spend five-figures worth of money on games (Dreier et al., 2017).

Understanding why whales are such big spenders is crucial for optimizing monetization in
a game. After all, whales generate a considerable amount of revenue for a game. The
research on whales in video games is limited, however, it is believed that whales are found
especially frequently in gacha games such as Genshin Impact and Arknights, but also exist
in other games where in game purchases are possible (Simelane, 2022). Whales have a
controversial reputation within the gaming community, but it is undeniable that games

(especially F2P games) rely heavily on the revenue generated from whales.

2.2.2 Studies related to in-game purchasing habits

Despite the frequency of games nowadays that sell in-game items, there is not a lot of
existing research on in-game spending habits and behaviour. Wohn (2014) rationalizes that
this is partially because video game companies do not make a habit of sharing this sort of
information publicly, and as a result most existing research has been conducted from the
players perspective, examining purchase intent rather than actual behaviour (Wohn, 2014).
In their research, Wohn analyses three months of log data from Puppy Red, a South Korean
3D social game service. Interestingly, the results of Wohn’s research show that the number
of in-game friends and opportunity to exchange virtual items influence the spending of

players (Wohn, 2014).

In their research Karboub and Sebastian (2023) consider another approach to the question of
why players spend money on in-game items. They introduce “flow” into the mix, using
Csikszentmihalyi’s (2013) definition “a state in which people are so involved in an activity
that nothing else seems to matter”. The results of their research show that social status,
convenience, a sense of community and fear of missing out (FOMO) all motivate a player

to make in-game purchases. Furthermore, they found that the way microtransactions are
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implemented in a game is important. If integrated well in a game, microtransactions can
make it easier for a player to reach the state of flow. However, if integrated poorly,
microtransactions may lead to players no longer wanting to play the game (Karboub and

Sebastian, 2023).

Another study conducted by Costes and Bonnaire (2022). explores the ties between spending
money in games (particularly F2P games) and Internet gaming disorder (IGD). The results
of their study indicate that a large portion of players spend money in F2P games, a habit
associated with IGD. Based on their results, they raise the concern that the difference in
regulation in gambling and gaming is a problem, as gaming has far less regulations which
might encourage gambling operators to develop predatory monetization mechanisms in this
less restrictive field. They present loot boxes as an example of a game mechanism that
closely resembles gambling. They suggest that the limits between gaming and gambling
should be studied, to easier define whether or not a game can be categorized as gambling.
They note that some countries have already banned loot boxes for this very reason (Costes

and Bonnaire 2022).

2.3 Related research

Some related research on different monetization models and theories on player spending

could be found.

Tim Fields explores the strategies and principles behind designing and monetizing mobile
and social games in his book “Mobile & Social Game Design: Monetization Methods and

Mechanics” (Fields, 2014).

A study conducted by Hamari et al. identified 19 motivations for in-game purchases by
analysing the most successful free-to-play games, reviewing prior studies, and consulting
industry experts. Based on the results from their survey they group player motivations into
six categories: Unobstructed play, Social interaction, Competition, Economical rationale,
Indulging children, and Unlocking content. A survey of 519 participants revealed that
motivations related to unobstructed play, social interaction, and economical rationale were

positively associated with spending levels. The findings suggest that game designers’ use of
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artificial limitations, obstacles, and social features significantly influence player spending

behaviour (Hamari et al., 2017).

A study conducted by Brockmann, Stieglitz, and Cvetkovic investigates successful mobile
application business models by analysing around 300 top-performing apps on the Apple App
Store and conducted 10 interviews with app developers. The findings revealed that content-
driven apps focused on entertainment perform especially well when paired with freemium
or in-app purchase revenue models. Some common strategies among some of the most
successful app developers include defining a target audience, cultivating their markets, and

avoiding offering entirely free apps (Brockmann, Stieglitz, Cvetkovic, 2015).

Vanhala, Hyrynsalmi, & Kasurinen conduct a global survey to examine gamer attitudes
towards free-to-play (F2P) revenue models. 462 answers were gathered, and key findings
indicate regional differences in acceptance of F2P features such as advertising and grinding.
Latin American gamers appear to be more compliant with F2P models compared to
respondents from other regions. Most gamers dislike pay-to-win mechanics but grinding

elicited mixed opinions. (Vanhala, Hyrynsalmi, Kasurinen, 2023)

A study conducted by Zendle, Meyer, and Ballou examines the growth of different
microtransaction types. The study analyzed 463 popular Steam desktop games from 2010 to
2019, and the results indicate a growth in microtransactions and loot boxes over the years,
leading to high exposure rates by 2019, with 85,89% of players encountering cosmetic
microtransactions and 71,2% having played games that contain loot boxes (Zendle, Meyer

and Ballou, 2020).

In their paper, King and Delfabbro explore potential security responsibility measures for
monetized gaming products. The rising popularity of microtransactions in video games has
led to concerns about vulnerable players (such as adolescents) spending money on these
microtransactions. This conceptual paper discusses the lack of regulatory frameworks for
video game monetization and proposes social responsibility measures to mitigate risks.

(King and Delfabbro, 2018).

In his article, Joseph investigates the concept of battle passes as a new commodity in
contemporary digital games. Using Apex Legends as a case study, Joseph explores the history

and economy of battle royale shooter games. The study discusses the abstract nature of
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digital consumption in games, emphasizing the difficulty in distinguishing what players are

truly purchasing within these systems (Joseph, 2021).

In their article, King and Delfabbro highlight the importance of conducting further research
and regulatory frameworks to address the financial and psychological risks associated with

monetized gaming products (King and Delfabbro, 2018).

In her dissertation Alha (2020) studies free-to-play games from various perspectives. Her
dissertation explains how free-to-play games came to be so successful and how they have
transformed games, as well as discusses problematic aspects linked to free-to-play games.
Her research finds that despite their popularity, free-to-play games are considered less

valuable than other games (Alha, 2020).

Paavilainen et. al. (2013) examine the results of an interview study on how social network
games are played and perceived. Social network games are incredibly popular and are
characterized by their F2P models and social network integration. Interviews with 18 Finnish
Facebook users reveal that players often view social games as single-player games with aa
added social element. The interviews also revealed that while the F2P model provides easy
access to social games, interviewees do not want to pay for additional content for various

reasons (Paavilainen et. al., 2013).

Alha et. al. (2014) explore the F2P revenue model from the perspective of game industry
professionals. 14 game developers were interviewed, and the interview results show that
developers view the F2P model favourably, despite the developers feeling that the general

public's opinion on F2P games is negative (Alha et. al., 2014).

Wohn (2014) conducts two studies on player purchasing behaviour. The first study examines
the relationship between social factors and virtual goods purchasing patterns and finds that
the likelihood of spending money on virtual items depends on the number of in-game friends
the player has and also depends on whether or not a player has the chance to exchange goods
with such friends. The ability to give virtual goods to other players was found to be the
strongest factor influencing a players spending. The second study examines the purchasing
patterns of players that have invested money on virtual items and found that players spending
larger amounts of money buy items for visual customization while lower spenders spend

money on necessary consumable items (Wohn, 2014).
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3 Research method

3.1 Why a survey?

The main method of gathering data for research in this thesis is by conducting an online
survey. A survey defined by the Cambridge English dictionary is “a set of questions people
are asked to gather information of find out their opinions, or the information gathered by
asking many people the same questions” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2019). As both opinions
and self-reported data on spending habits and monetization models are needed in order to
answer the research questions presented in this thesis, using a survey as a way of gathering
data made the most sense. Surveys are convenient to conduct online nowadays, and the
survey research method should be able to efficiently gather data from a diverse audience of
gamers across various online platforms. The purpose of this survey is the same as of any
other survey: “to provide statistical estimates of the characteristics of a target population,

some set of people” (Fowler, 2009).

In one of the first chapters of their book, Ronald Czaja and Johnny Blair discuss the ideal
conditions in which to use surveys. These conditions state that the target audience of the
survey must be clearly defined, and that the majority of respondents are capable of providing
the information requested of them. In addition, the survey analysis should aim to answer
research questions, hypotheses, or other defined goals (Czaja, Blair, 2005). The survey
designed for this thesis meets these conditions, as the target audience is defined as “adult
gamers” and the questions asked are designed to be relatively simple for the target audience

to answer.

3.2 Survey design and data collection

The survey was created using the Webropol tool, and was then shared on social media,
various discord servers, subreddits, a couple survey sharing websites, and to university
students through a course message board. The survey was opened on Thursday the 7% of

November 2024. The survey was entirely anonymous, as no personally identifiable
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information was requested or collected. The only personal information requested of

participants was their age, gender, and country of residence.

The very first page of the survey describes the reason for the survey and requires participants
to “sign” a consent form confirming that they accept the terms of the survey, are legally an

adult, and are voluntarily participating in the survey.

The survey consists mainly of multiple-choice questions and is divided into three main
sections. The first section, demographics, contains questions about the participants age,
gender, country of residence, education, and approximate monthly income. The purpose of
these questions is to help us get a better understanding of the surveyed population and allows
us to sort the survey results by these categories. The second section of the survey contains
questions about the participants spending habits in videogames. The final section of the
survey aims to uncover participants opinions on various monetization models used within
the videogame industry, and additionally contains a few open-ended questions participants

can choose to answer if they so want to provide deeper insight.
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4 Results

This chapter discusses the initial findings from the data collected from the survey. The
survey was shared on social media, various discord servers, reddit, and other online websites
as a public weblink. The survey was shared on online platforms starting from 7.11.2024 and
at the time of analysis had so far been opened 226 times and gathered a total of 80 responses.

Data was exported to excel for analysis.

4.1 Demographics

Table 1 — Demographics question 1

What is your age?

n Percent
Under 18 |0 0%
18-24 42 52.5%
25-34 28 35%
35-44 6 7.5%
45-54 4 5%
55-64 0 0%
65 or older (0 0%

The first question in the demographic section of the survey and its results can be seen in
Table 1 — Demographics question 1. Most of the respondents were 18-24 years old,
accounting for 52.5% of the total respondents. The second largest group of respondents
belong to the 25-34 age category, accounting for 35% of the total respondents. The age
distribution is about as expected, as according to Statista most gamers in the United States

are Gen Z and Millennials (28% and 25%, respectively) (Clement, 2024).

Note that none of the respondents are under the age of 18. This is because in order to answer
the survey, respondents had to “fill in” a consent form in which they confirm they are legally

an adult who can consent to data collection surveys.
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Table 2 — Demographics question 2

What is your gender?

n Percent
Male 47 58.8%
Female 30 37.5%
Other 2 2.5%
Prefer not to say | | 1.2%

The second question from the demographics section of the survey and its results can be
found in Table 2 — Demographics question 2. The data collected shows that 58.8% of
respondents were male and 37.5% of respondents were female, with the rest of the
respondents selecting “Other” (2.5%) or “Prefer not to say” (1.2%) as their responses.
Given a larger sample size, the difference in number of male and female responders can be
expected to shrink, as according to Clement’s (2024) Statista article 46% of gamers are

women, a noticeable difference from the 37% in our survey (Clement, 2024).

Figure 1 — demographics question 3
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At the time of processing this data, the survey managed to gather 80 responses. The largest
proportion of respondents were from the United States (19), followed by Sweden (12),
South Korea (11), and Finland (10). The distribution of respondents across the globe can
be seen in Figure 1. While the survey achieved a reasonable level of participation, ideally it

would have received responses from all continents to ensure a global representation of
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gamer opinions. Unfortunately, this goal was not achieved, which may limit the

generalizability of the results.

Table 3 — demographics question 4

What is your approximate monthly income?
n Percent
None 11 13.8%
Less than $10 0 0.0%
$11 - $100 4 5.0%
$101 - $200 2 2.5%
$201 - $500 10 12.5%
$501 - $1000 10 12.5%
$1001 — $10 000 34 42.5%
More than $10 000 4 5.0%
Prefer not to say 5 6.2%

Most participants (42,5%) earn between $1001-$10000 a month, with a notable percentage
(13,8%) reporting having no income. A small percentage of participants earn $11 — $100
(5,0%) and $101 — $200 (2,5%) a month. A small percentage (5,0%) of participants reported

earning more than $10000 a month.

Table 4 — demographics question 5

What is the highest level of education that you have completed?
n Percent

None 0 0.0%

Primary school 0 0.0%

Highschool 32 40.0%

University 45 56.3%

Doctoral degree 3 3.7%

From the data in table 4 we can observe that most participants (56,3%) have completed

university-level education, indicating that the surveyed population is highly educated. A
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substantial portion of participants (40,0%) have completed high school as their highest
level of education and a small portion of participants (3,7%) report holding a doctoral

degree.
4.2 Gaming habits

After the questions in the demographics category, participants were asked questions about
their gaming habits and video game related spending habits, as well as their opinions on

some monetization model related statements.

Figure 2 - what gaming platforms do you use regularly?
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The first question in the gaming habits section asks participants to select all gaming
platforms they use regularly (see figure 2). Options given were PC, Console, Mobile device,
Handheld console, Virtual reality, and Other. The most popular gaming platform among this
group of participants was the PC, having been selected a total of 63 times by participants.
This was somewhat surprising, as most sources such as Newzoo, (2024) indicate that mobile
gaming is by far the most popular way to play games. Part of the reason why mobile devices
have become such a popular way to play games in recent years is due to the fact that
smartphones and mobile networks are becoming more accessible worldwide (Newzoo,
2024). Mobile devices and consoles were the second and third most popular gaming

platforms among participants, with 44 and 25 selections, respectively. While the top three
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platforms align with expectations, their order of popularity differs from findings in other

studies, possibly due to the sample size of the survey.

Figure 3 - how many hours per week do you spend playing video
games?
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Participants were then asked about their average weekly playing time (see Figure 3). The
average time spent playing was calculated to be 11.6 hours per week based on the data
provided by participants. The responses show diverse gaming habits among participants,

with time spent gaming ranging from less than 1 hour to more than 30 hours per week.

Most participants play video games for 1-5 hours per week, accounting for 25% of the
sample. 6-10 hours a week is the second largest group at 21,2%, and a notable portion of

participants (20%) reported spending around 11-20 hours a week playing games.

At the lower end of the spectrum, 15% of participants report spending less than 1 hour
gaming per week. Interestingly, 18.8% of participants are highly engaged with video games,
playing for more than 20 hours per week. Among these, 6.3% reported spending 21-30 hours
per week gaming, while 12.5% play for more than 30 hours per week. Overall, the

distribution of time spent playing games is relatively even across all categories.
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Figure 4 - What genres do you play most frequently?
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Next, participants were asked to select up to 3 game genres which they most frequently play
(see Figure 4). The most frequently selected genre is role-playing games (RPG’s), with 39
participants selecting it as one of their top 3 genres. Waskul and Lust (2004) define role-
playing games as games where “participants collectively create and play fantasy personas in
an imaginary universe by using a vast system of rules that function as guidelines for make-
believe action and interaction” (Waskul and Lust, 2004). Shooter games are the second most
popular genre, selected 28 times by participants. Simulation games rank third, chosen 26
times by participants. Moderately popular game genres were strategy, puzzle, and
multiplayer online battle arena MOBA each chosen 19 times, and the action-adventure game
genre was selected 17 times. Less popular genres include massively multiplayer online

games (MMOQO’s) and sports games, being selected 13 and 10 times respectively.
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Figure S - Do you consider videogames to be your main hobby?
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Figure 5 shows responses to participants being asked about gaming as their hobby. 47,5%
of participants (38 participants) answered “Yes”, while 50% of participants (40 participants)

answered “No”. 2 participants preferred not to answer this question.

Figure 6 - how active are you in gaming communities?
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Next, participants were asked about their activity in gaming communities (see Figure 6). The
data reveals that the majority of participants are not significantly involved in these

communities. Specifically, 47.5% of participants (38 people) indicated that they are not
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active at all. 35% (28 people) are slightly active, 12,5% of participants (10 people) are
moderately active, and only 5% of participants consider themselves to be very active in

gaming communities.

4.3 Spending habits

Figure 7 - On average, how much money do you spend on games per
month?
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Participants were asked to report their average monthly spending on games (see Figure 7).
The data reveals that the majority of participants spend little or no money on games,
indicating a significant portion of players either do not invest financially in gaming or do so
very modestly. The largest group of participants (33.8%, or 27 participants) indicated that
they spend nothing on games each month. This portion of the surveyed population

potentially take advantage of free-to-play models or play previously purchased games.

The second-largest group (31.2%, or 25 participants) reported spending between $11 and
$100 per month, representing moderate spending behaviour. A smaller group of participants
(26.2%, or 21 participants) reported spending less than $11 per month, indicating light
spending habits. These participants possibly make occasional minor purchases, such as small

in-game transactions.
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Participants spending more than $101 per month make up a very small portion of the sample.
2.5% (2 participants) spend between $101-$200 monthly, and 5.0% (4 participants) spend
between $201-$500 monthly.

Only 1 participant reported spending more than $1,000 monthly, representing the "whale"
category often associated with significant in-game spending on cosmetics, power-ups, or
other premium features. Interestingly, no participants reported spending between $501—

$1,000.

Question 14 - What is the largest amount of money you have spent on a game in a single

purchase, excluding the purchase of the game itself?

Participants were asked about the largest amount of money they have spent on a game in a
single purchase, excluding the purchase of the game itself. 57 respondents answered with
the largest amount they have spent, while the rest (23) chose not to respond. The average
amount of money spent is $144.15 and the largest amount of money spent was reported to
be $3000. It is worth noting that some spending was reported in euros, while others were
reported in US dollars. Due to the similarity in value that the currencies currently have,

during this research it is assumed that 1€ ~ §1.

Figure 8 - What do you most frequently spend money on in games?
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Participants were asked to select all options that apply regarding what they most frequently

spend money on in games (see Figure 8). The most frequently selected option was
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downloadable content (DLC) selected a total of 37 times, closely followed by cosmetics and
battle passes, both selected 30 times each. Fewer participants, 16 (20%), selected in-game
currency as a frequent purchase. In-game currency is often used flexibly for various in-game
transactions, but its lower popularity compared to DLC and cosmetics may indicate a

preference for direct purchases over intermediary systems.

Gameplay advantages, such as power-ups and weapons, were chosen by only 12 participants
(15%), indicating that pay-to-win mechanics are less favoured among this sample. Similarly,

loot boxes were the least popular option, selected by just 5 participants (6.3%).

Finally, 21 participants (26.3%) selected “Not applicable,” indicating they do not spend

money on games beyond the initial purchase or only play free to play games.

Figure 9 - why do you make in game purchases?
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Next, survey participants were asked to select all reasons why they make in game purchases
(see Figure 9). The most frequently selected reason was to enhance gameplay experience,
chosen by 52.5% of respondents (42 participants). Other reasons like improving character
appearance (28,7%), impulse buying (23,8%), collecting rare or exclusive items (26,3%) and

supporting the developers (21,3%) were relatively equally selected among participants.

Interestingly, social reasons (6.3%) and the opportunity to gain a competitive edge (6.3%)
were among the least selected options, showing that participants in this survey do not spend

money in games to enhance their social standing or achieve competitive advantages.
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Additionally, 26.3% of respondents (21 participants) selected "Not applicable," showing that

a significant portion of the sample does not make in-game purchases at all.

Figure 10 - How often do you purchase expansions or DLC's for
games you own?
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Survey participants were then asked to indicate how often they purchase expansions or
DLC’s when they already own the base game (see Figure 10). The most common responses
were "Sometimes" and "Rarely," each selected by 19 participants each. Frequent buyers are
a minority, with only 3 participants indicating that they always purchase expansions or
DLC’s. An additional 14 participants selected the option indicating that they purchase DLC’s
often. 21 participants stated that they have never purchased a DLC for a game, and 13

reported that they do not own games that offer expansions or DLC’s.
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Figure 11 - If you purchase expansions or DLC's, what motivates you

to do so?
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As a follow up question, participants were then asked what motivates them to purchase
DLC’s (see Figure 11). 45 participants selected “Additional content” as their main reason
for purchasing DLC’s. This would mean that content such as additional storylines or quests
are most valuable to these participants. 38 participants chose “new features” such as new
game mechanics as a motivation. The third most popular option selected by 30 participants
was “DLC and base game sold together”. “Special offers” and “social influence” were less
popular choices, both selected 23 times by participants. The least popular option was
“Loyalty to the game”, selected by only 12 participants. From the data gathered we can infer
that additions such as new storylines and game mechanics are considered valuable by the

player and is the key motivating factor in buying a DLC.
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Figure 12 - What factors influence your decision to buy a game?
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Survey participants were then asked what factors influence their decision to buy a game (see
Figure 12). 56 participants reported that a game being on sale significantly influences their
decision to buy a game. This is unsurprising, as sometimes games on platforms like Steam
go on massive discounts. Recommendations and reviews are the second and third most
selected choices by participants. 52 participants report that recommendations from friends
influence their decision, and similarly 50 participants report that positive reviews influence
their choice to purchase a game. Both make sense, as it is not uncommon for gamers to look
for information about other players experiences of a game before making the decision to
purchase it themselves. Familiarity with a game developer was selected by 37 participants
as a factor influencing their decision to buy a game, hinting that reputable studios or well
established franchises may appear more appealing to spenders than some unknown

developers.

Only 17 participants reported that advertisements and promotions influence their purchasing
decision, appearing to be far less impactful than other selected choices like reviews and
discounts. Just 4 participants stated that they only play free games. Responses written in the
“Other” text field state that they purchase games to play them with their friends or long-
distance family members, and one response mentioned that the availability of a demo

influences their spending decisions.
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4.4 Attitudes towards monetization models

This section explores the data collected from the “attitudes towards monetization models”

section of the survey.

Figure 13 - Please indicate your level of agreement with the following

Statements
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First, participants were asked to indicate their level of agreement on a scale of 1-5 with 8
statements, selecting 1 meaning that they disagree, and 5 to indicating that they agree. The
first statement given was “Loot boxes are a fair way to obtain in-game items”. This
statement had a fairly high disagreement rate, with 41,2% of participants selecting either 1
or 2 as their response. 31,2% of participants responded with a 3, which can be considered a
neutral response. 27,6% of participants selected 4 or 5 as their responses. Overall this
statement received an average score of 2,7, which could be interpreted as players being

skeptical of the fairness and perhaps transparency of loot box systems.

The second statement participants were asked to rate was “Battle passes provide good
value for their price”. The statement received mixed responses, making the average score
for this statement an almost completely neutral 2,9. 32,5% of participants chose either 1 or
2 as their response, indicating that they do not like battle passes at all. 35% chose to remain

neutral, choosing a 3 as their response, and 32,5% agreed with the statement by selecting
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choices 4 or 5. The average score for this statement would indicate that a significant

portion of participants are either undecided or indifferent about battle passes.

The statement “I am comfortable with in-game advertisements in free-to-play games” has a
response similar to the one received in the previous statement, with an average score of
2,5. Exactly 50% of participants disagreed with the statement, selecting a 1 or 2 as their

response. 28,7% of participants remained neutral, while 21,3% agreed with the statement.

“Microtransactions are acceptable event if they impact gameplay balance” received a
negative average score of 2,0. The vast majority (76,3%) of responses indicate a strong
disagreement towards the statement by choosing options 1 or 2. Only a small percentage
(10%) of participants agreed that having microtransactions that affect gameplay balance
are acceptable in a game. This would indicate that a majority of players do not enjoy

monetization practices that can offer an unfair advantage in exchange for money.

The fifth statement shown to participants was “Subscription models are acceptable in
games”. The average score of this statement was completely neutral, with a score of 3,0.
This could suggest that some participants are either indifferent about subscriptions in
games or maybe have not played a game that uses a subscription model to generate

revenue.

The sixth statement is an exceptionally poorly received one, with an average score of 1,7.
“Pay-to-win models are acceptable in games” was disagreed with by 73,7% of participants,

while only 7,5% either somewhat agreeing or fully agreeing with the statement.

Statement number seven “I prefer one-time purchase games over free-to-play games with
microtransactions” received a positive average score of 3,9. Most participants (62,5%)
responded positively by selecting options 4 or 5 as their response, indicating a strong

preference for the traditional one-time purchase model.

The last statement given was “Limited time offers encourage me to spend money in
games”. The average score of this statement was 2,7. 42,5% disagreed with the statement,

30% remained neutral, and 27,5% agreed.
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Figure 14 - what motivated you to spend money in a free-to-play
game?
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Participants were then asked a two-part question: first, whether or not they had ever spent
money on a free game, and if they had, what motivated them to do so? 60% of participants
(48 people) answered that they have spent money on free games. The most frequently
selected reason for spending in free-to-play games is “to unlock content/features” (25
selections), closely followed by “special events/limited-time offers” (20 selections) and “to
progress faster” (18 selections). Responses given in the “Other” text field mainly mention

removing ads or cosmetics as factors that motivate in-game spending.

Question 23 was an open-ended question, asking participants what could motivate them to
spend money in free-to-play games if they have not already done so. Many indicated that
they would consider spending money on a game if it resulted in significant gameplay
enhancements, for example “If the purchase adds new gameplay, such as new game
modes/maps/mechanics” or “Spending money on the free-to-play game would have to grant
me a significant amount of new gameplay experience that is way better than the already
offered free gameplay experience”. Special offers and discounts were mentioned by some

participants as factors that could motivate them to spend money in free-to-play games.
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Figure 15 - Have you ever regretted spending money on in-game
purchases?

mYes = No = Notapplicable

After the in-game spending motivation question, participants were asked if they had
regretted spending money on in-game purchases. 42,5% answered that they have not
regretted spending money on in-game purchases, while the 40% that answered yes were
asked to further elaborate why they regretted their purchase. The biggest reason for regret
would appear to be the fact that the content purchased was not worth the amount of money
spent, and some respondents answered that their in-game purchases were results of impulse

buying.

Question 25 participants were asked whether or not community feedback influences their
spending in games. 25% answered “Yes”, 40% answered “No”, and the rest answered

“Sometimes”.
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Figure 16 - Do you feel that the games you spend money on provide
good value for the cost?
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Participants were asked if they feel that the games they spend money on provide good value
for the cost (see Figure 16). The majority perceive value positively, with 5% of respondents
selecting “Always” and 36,3% selecting “Often”. The most frequently selected option was
“Sometimes”, chosen by 37,5% of participants. Some participants chose “Rarely” (7,5%)
and “Never” (13,7%), indicating their dissatisfaction with the value they received from their
purchases. From the responses to this question we can gather that most participants generally
find their purchases to align with their expectations and provide them with the value they
were possibly expecting, while some participants are dissatisfied with the value of the games,

they spend money on.
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Figure 17 - Are you concerned about the ethical implications of
certain monetization practices?
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Participants were asked to express their opinion on the ethical implications of certain
monetization practices such as loot boxes (see Figure 17). The majority (53,8%) answered

“Yes”, while 28,7% responded “No” and 17,5% remained undecided.

Figure 18 - should there be regulations on game monetization
practices?

mYes = No = Undecided

As a follow-up question to the one displayed in Figure 17, participants were asked whether

they agree that there should be regulations on game monetization practices (see Figure 18).
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Once again, the majority (62,5%) agreed that game related monetization practices should

have some sort of regulations, 16,2% responded “No” and 21,3% remained undecided.

Figure 19 - How important is the longevity of a game to you when
deciding to spend money on it?
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Figure 19 displays the results to the question “How important is the longevity of a game to
you when deciding to spend money on it?”. Participants were once again asked to rate their
level of agreement with the statement on a scale of 1-5, with 1 being “Not important” and 5
being “Extremely important”. The average score was 4,0, indicating a strong agreement
with the statement. The majority of participants (44,1%) chose 4 as their answer, followed
by 33,8% choosing 5, 13,0% choosing option 3, and only a combined 9,1% of participants

selecting options 1 or 2.
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Figure 20 - What factors influence your decision to purchase a game
or in-game content?
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Figure 20 shows the results to the question “What factors influence your decision to
purchase a game or in-game content? ”. Participants were shown 9 statements and were
asked to rate the importance of each on a scale of 1-5, 1 being “doesn’t influence me at all”
and 5 being “influences me a lot”. The first statement was about the price of a game or game
related content. 43,5% chose 5 as their response, indicating that price matters a lot. Closely
following are choices 4 and 3, each being selected by 30% and 20%, respectively. The least
selected options were 1 and 2, being selected by only a total of 6,2% of participants. The
second statement was related to game quality. Again, participants averaged a high score on
this statement, a 4,4. Majority of participants (53,8%) selected 5 as their response, showing
the importance of good game quality in this particular population. 35% selected 4 as their
answer, and only 7,5% and 3,7% chose options 3 and 1, respectively. Note that no
participants chose option 2 for this particular statement. The third statement of this question
relates to the amount of content in the game or additional content being purchased. The
average of this statement is 4,2, again indicating the importance of the amount of content
being offered. A large percentage chose options 5 or 4, with 21,2% choosing option 3 and
hardly any participants (2,5%) choosing options 1 or 2. The next statement has a lower
average score, sitting at 3,1. Developer reputation does not appear to influence participants
decision to spend money on a game very much, with most participants (36,3%) choosing
option 3 for this. 36,2% chose options 4 or 5, leaving 27,5% that chose options 1 or 2.

Statement 5 relates to reviews or ratings left about a game or in-game content. The average
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of this statement is a bit higher than in the previous statement, 3,7. Most participants (41,3%)
selected option 4 for this answer. Closely followed by option 3, chosen by 28,7% of
participants, with option 5 not too far behind (22,5%). Some participants indicated that
reviews do not influence their decision to spend money on a game at all, with 5% selecting
option 1 and 2,5% selecting option 2. “Recommendations from friends” was the next
statement presented to participants, scoring an average of 3,6. 32,5% chose option 5,
indicating that recommendations from friends heavily influence their decision to spend
money on a game. The second most selected option was 4, having been selected by 27,5%
of participants. Choices 3,2, and 1 are selected a similar number of times, being chosen by
17,5%, 11,3% and 11,2% of participants, respectively. Community engagement has a much
lower average rating than other statements so far, down at an average score of 2,5. The most
selected option was 3, chosen by 32,5% of participants. 46,2% chose options 1 or 2, and only
21,3% chose options 4 or 5. Competitive advantage is the statement with the lowest average
score, a 2,3. The most selected answer was 1, selected by 38,8% of participants. 20% selected
option 2, 22,5% selected options 4 or 5. The final statement shown to participants was related
to the aesthetic appeal of the game content. This statement has an average score of 3,3 with
the most common selection being option number 4, selected by 32,5% of participants.
Options 5 and 3 were selected quite evenly, each being selected by 20% and 21,2% of
participants, respectfully. Options 1 and 2 were less popular, selected by only 12,5% and
13,8% each.

figure 21 - Have you ever pirated a game?
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Next, participants were asked if they have ever pirated a game (see Figure 21). Most
participants have not pirated a game, with the “No” option selected 44 times. A little over a
quarter of all total participants responded “Yes”, indicating that they have pirated games at
some point or still continue to pirate games. 7 Participants answered that they have pirated
games in the past but no longer continue to do so, and 6 participants preferred not to answer

this question.

As a follow-up question, participants were asked “If you have pirated a game, have you later
purchased it legally? If yes, why?”” This question had a text field option in which participants
were allowed to write their answer to this question. Quite a few participants indicated that
they initially pirate a game to try it to see if they enjoy the game and then purchase the game
legally to play it. One answer stood out, saying “Pirated primarily for demo purposes. If I
intend to play the game, I will purchase the game legally (if its available)”. Some others
noted that they will purchase a game if it goes on sale with a big discount, or if they really

enjoy a game, they will purchase it to support the developers.

4.5 Results from open-ended questions

In your opinion, what is the fairest monetization model in video games? Please explain.

At the very end of the survey, participants were asked what they thought was the fairest type
of monetization in videogames. This question was not mandatory, but many participants
chose to respond and offered valuable insights. Upon reading through the responses and
categorizing the answers, a few key themes could be identified. Many participants seem to
prefer the traditional model where players pay a single fee for a complete game, stating that
“Buying a regular video game should be a one-time purchase”. Several participants also
mention that DLC’s or expansions are fair in their opinion, provided that they offer
additional content without locking certain game features or offering a competitive advantage
over players that choose not to purchase the DLC. A notable portion of participants agree
that subscription-based games are fair, especially for MMO’s or other games that require
ongoing server maintenance. Many respondents view cosmetic-only microtransactions as
fair since they don’t impact gameplay, one saying that "Games like Fortnite, where all of the

purchases are cosmetic upgrades, have a fair monetization model". As for criticisms, many
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participants criticized pay-to-win models or systems that exploit players, such as loot boxes

and FOMO (fear of missing out) tactics.
What factors discourage you from spending money on games or in-game purchases?

Participants were then asked what discourages them from spending money on games. Key
themes identified in the responses were 1. Price 2. Value 3. Pay-to-win mechanics 4.
Developer reputation 5. Quality and longevity 6. Microtransactions and loot boxes 7.
Gameplay impact. Many participants emphasize the importance of fair pricing, some
criticizing high costs or poor value for the amount of money being spent. Participants also
say that they feel discouraged from spending money on a game if the item or game being
purchased seems to lack value. Overly expensive games or in-game items are given as an
example of low value. Pay-to-win mechanics are also criticized by some participants for the
unfair gameplay they create. Developer and game reputation is another important factor for
some participants. Some players are deterred by the reputation of game studios, particularly
those that are known for manipulative monetization practices. Quality and longevity,
microtransactions and loot boxes, and gameplay impact are also things that some participants
were concerned about. A short-lived game with low quality content is understandably
something that would discourage players from spending money in a game, and in-game
purchases that affect gameplay progression or force purchases to continue playing are also

very unattractive to players.

5 Discussion

At the beginning of this thesis, the following research questions were proposed:
1. What monetization models exist in the videogame industry?
2. Why do players spend money on free games or games they already own?
3. What do players most frequently spend money on in games?

From the research conducted in chapter 2, the answer to the first research question we can
be found. The videogame industry is constantly developing, with monetization models and
practices evolving and becoming more refined. This thesis found some of the most

commonly used monetization methods in the gaming industry today, and gave a brief
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overview on how they work and what kinds of games they can most commonly be found in.
Some of the most popular monetization models include F2P and subscription-based models,
with microtransactions, battle passes, and DLC’s being common ways of accessing
additional in-game content as well. Deeper analysis on monetization models could possibly
reveal their strengths and weaknesses, as well as some possible concerns surrounding their

practice.

Upon reaching 80 responses, the analysis of the data gathered from the survey began.
Research questions 2 and 3 can be answered based on the initial findings from the data. For
example, it was found that supporting the game developers was an important reason for
people that had pirated a game to spend money on the real game. Price, game quality, and
amount of content was another important factor in influencing a player’s decision to spend
on a game (see Figure 19). Discounts, positive reviews, and recommendations from friends
were also found to be important factors influencing a player’s willingness to spend money

on a game.

Skins, DLC’s, and battle passes were reported by participants as additional content they most
frequently spend money on. In a later question, participants answered that additional content
and storylines, or new features and game mechanics are the most appealing factors that

motivate them to spend money on expansions or DLC’s.

The research conducted throughout this thesis aligns with findings from previous research.
The ethical concerns surrounding certain monetization practices (such as loot boxes) echo
the issues raised by King and Delfabbro (2018) who examined the need for regulatory
frameworks to address risks associated with such monetization practices. From the responses
gathered in our survey we found that players are mainly motivated to spend money on games
to enhance their gameplay experience, which aligns with the findings from the study
conducted by Hamari et al. (2017), who identified unobstructed play and unlocking new
content (amongst other reasons) as important motivators for making in-game purchases.
Interestingly however, the survey results indicate that participants are not particularly

interested in spending money on games for social reasons or to gain a competitive advantage.

The research conducted in this thesis underlines the importance of the delicate balance
between monetization and player satisfaction. Players are more likely to spend money in a

game when they find the monetization model to be fair and offer value. Aggressive or non-
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transparent practices, such as those resembling gambling, have potential to lead to player
dissatisfaction. Focusing on cosmetic and content-based monetization methods that do not

impact gameplay balance would appear to be a safe choice for developers.

As mentioned throughout the thesis, this research faces potential limitations especially due
to the reliance on self-reported survey data. Such data is potentially subject to bias, and the
sample size may not fully reflect the opinions of the broader gaming population. By the end
of this work, the survey had reached almost 150 responses. Analysis of the new responses
may present new interesting data and could possibly lead to new findings. Future research
could potentially perform a more in-depth exploration of monetization strategies or perform

an analysis on the full data gathered from the survey.

6 Conclusions

The goal of this thesis was to explore monetization strategies in the videogame industry and
to understand the motivations and spending habits of players. Through a combination of
literature and survey research, the research questions posed at the start of this thesis were

successfully addressed.

To start, various monetization models used in the video game industry were identified, such
as traditional retail, subscription-based models, free-to-play (F2P) mechanics,
microtransactions, and downloadable content (DLCs). Each model offers different
advantages and challenges for both game developers and players alike, with F2P mechanics
standing out as a dominant strategy in the current gaming industry due to its accessibility

and considerable revenue potential.

The analysis of survey data gave a better understanding on the motivations behind player
spending. Enhanced gameplay experience, support for developers, and the appeal of
additional content were found to be key drivers for spending money in games. However,

practices such as pay-to-win mechanics and loot boxes were met with criticism.

This thesis gives valuable insights into player behaviour but has some limitations worth
considering. The surveys small sample size and reliance on self-reported data may limit the

generalizability of the results. Future research could explore larger samples.
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