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Popularity of Free-to-Play 7

1.0 Introduction

The work presented in this book is an ethnography of a free-to-play game, its players,
community and online communication channels. The investigation of this game culture,
which is a type of media culture, is conducted to look at a specific meta process: com-
mercialization, or more precisely, the influence of utilizing the free-to-play business
model in games.

This ethnography is an empirical work based on the scientific method, characterized by
systematic observations, a position of skepticism adopted towards these observations,
and the formulation and modification of research questions. Therefore, for the sake of
coherence and clarity, the following book includes specific chapters which detail the sci-
entific method adhered to in the current investigation.

1.1. Popularity of Free-to-Play

In recent years, free-to-play gaming has been gaining popularity; it has become quite a
common form of entertainment, present in most homes and pockets. This could be at-
tributed to several factors, including modern developments in handheld and phone
technologies, but it could also be credited to the widespread usage of smartphone de-
vices worldwide.

Free-to-play (F2P) games utilize a business model commonly labelled ‘freemium’ in the
business world. Freemium business models can be generally defined as those that pro-
vide a combination of products: one at no cost at all, and the other for different prices
(Pujol, 2010). There are variations of this model, including providing the entire game or
all of the software for free, and offering the core game for free, but requiring that in-
game purchases or additional downloadable content (DLC) are made at a price. Within
most mobile F2P games, the most common form of freemium is one that sees the core
game provided for free and gives the user options for in-game purchases. These pur-
chases are commonly referred to as microtransactions, and they are often used for ei-
ther decorative or functional items that assist the user in the game.

There are several reasons for the popularity of the F2P model in the mobile games
market, and, to a certain extent, even the regular console market. Part of the attractive-
ness of F2P in the games industry is due to a large portion of revenue in the market be-
ing generated by game app purchases (Puppe, 2018). While this includes the purchase
of actual mobile games, it also covers both onetime and frequent microtransactions in
F2P games. Moreover, this revenue does not factor in the amount generated from
microtransactions in games which are not considered apps, and therefore do not fit the
“game app” label, since there are also a large number of non-mobile games that use the
F2P model as well. These include PC games of the battle arena genre, such as Fortnite
(Epic Games, 2017), The League of Legends (Riot Games, 2009), Defense of the An-
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8 Introduction

cients 2 (Valve Corporation, 2013), Heroes of the Storm (Blizzard Entertainment, 2015),
and even some Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games (MMORPGs), like
Guild Wars 2 (ArenaNet, 2012), EVE online (CCP Games, 2003), Maple Story 2
(NSquare, 2015) and Runescape (Jagex, 2001). With so many applications across nu-
merous genres, the F2P model has become a common sight in the industry, and not
just in the mobile gaming market. F2P games, while causing some debate among game
users', have been mostly well-received; they have therefore caused the migration of
players from the traditional games market, in a movement that started as early as 2004
(Lin & Sun, 2007).

With F2P games generating more revenue than traditional or subscription payment
models in the market (Strickland, 2020), they have attracted the attention of both mobile
and regular console developers. Most gaming industry professionals have positive
stances towards F2P games (Alha, Koskinen, Paavilainen, Hamari & Kinnunen, 2014).
In fact, the F2P model has now been implemented by several industry leaders, many of
whom would never in the past have considered using the model for their games, the
best example of which is Nintendo. While not utilizing the payment model for any of its
console games specifically, the industry giant has released several F2P mobile games
(in collaboration with smaller developers), which are intended to add to and support
their existing intellectual properties. Nintendo’s releases, such as Mario Run (Nintendo,
2016), Animal Crossing: Pocket Camp (NDcube, 2017), Pokémon: Go (Niantic, 2016),
Pokémon Masters (DenA Co Ltd, 2019) and Fire Emblem Heroes (Intelligent Systems,
2017), are all games which utilize the company’s well-established intellectual properties
and the freemium business model to cultivate enormous communities of dedicated
gamers, while also generating a vast amount of revenue. It was estimated that to date,
various F2P Pokémon titles, which include Pokémon Shuffle (Genius Sonority, 2015),
Go and Quest (Game Freak, 2018) but not Masters, have generated $2.5 billion (Cao,
2019). Pokémon Go is by far the most popular, with 550 million global downloads and
$2.45 billion in revenue (ibid).

As illustrated through some of Nintendo’s example games, even though F2P games
exist on PCs and consoles, they are much more commonly found in the mobile market,
by far. One could argue that this is purely because the mobile market has more releas-
es and a higher turnover of games in comparison to the traditional or indie markets,
both of which might require more financial investment and labor resources to develop
each title. Nevertheless, the flurry of mobile and F2P games in today’s gaming market
could also be a sign of the casualization of the market, or the growing influx of video-
game players, as well as less mentally taxing (in this case, F2P) games that are aimed

" For a full overview of discourses and representations of F2P games in game culture, please refer to
Subchapter 2.4.5.1.
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Popularity of Free-to-Play 9

at them. This transformation began as early as the mid-2000s, with online gaming por-
tals featuring casual games, as opposed to their hardcore and engaging counterparts
(Juul, 2010). However, the transformation has recently been picking up even more
speed with the increasing penetration of F2P and casual games, a phenomenon that
could possibly be attributed to the increasing diffusion of smartphones among individu-
als worldwide.

The fact that a majority of F2P games are played on mobile phones is another contribu-
tory factor to their popularity, due to ease of access. Smartphones are much more port-
able than consoles or PCs, and usually carried around by individuals throughout the
day. This provides a person with several chances to fit a play session into their sched-
ule. It might occur during their commute, while sitting in the waiting room at the doctor’s
office, or during lunch and coffee breaks. When compared to traditional console games,
F2P/mobile games are not only more available, but can also provide a player with
shorter and less engaging (casual) play sessions, making them more accessible to most
individuals. One final reason that adds to the accessibility of F2P games is in the name
itself: it is the price tag, the fact that they are free. Individuals do not have to commit to
buying a certain F2P game just to try it out, as they would with console games. Hence,
people can download as many F2P games as they like from the iOS and Google Play
app stores, sample them and either continue playing them as they are, or make
microtransactions to enhance them, if they enjoy the experience. Purchases do not
necessarily have to be made in F2P games unless the user is sufficiently invested; this
gives any user with a smartphone a vast library of games available to download and
experience for free.
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10 Introduction

1.2. New Generation of Players and Culture

One of the theories posited by this research is that the popularity and spread of F2P
games, which can be partially attributed to the casual revolution described by Juul
(2010), have created a whole new generation of gamers: both young ones growing up
with the influx of F2P games, and new casual gamers recently introduced to the hobby.
Compared to players of traditional pay-to-play and subscription games, it can be as-
sumed that this new generation of players also has new playing styles and media prac-
tices that reflect the more casual nature and the business model utilized in F2P games,
focused on more consumer-oriented play. This research attempts to characterize these
players as part of a new subculture: F2P game culture, which could be defined as a
slice of overall macro game culture?, which it has the potential to change due to the total
size of the subculture’s population and the available products (games) on the market.

These assumptions regarding what we will term F2P culture, and its placement in over-
all macro game culture, create gaps in the current state of research that this study
hopes to address, both concerning F2P game culture itself and the current or future
state of macro game culture. These are gaps that need to be addressed by looking at
F2P games and the various new media and cultural practices which accompany them.
One such practice is virtual consumption. While capital accumulation is central to many
games, and the process of purchasing items with fictional money might also be quite
common, in F2P games, most virtual consumption usually comes at the expense of real
money, which has “forced a re-evaluation of the status of fantastical consumption play,”
(Lehdonvirta, Willska & Johnson, 2009, p.1060). The real money trade of virtual assets
(Lehdonvirta, 2005) paves the way for several phenomena that had not existed before
in traditional games and their cultures, which should be analyzed to better understand
F2P games and both their own and regular game cultures. For example, individuals will
invariably interact differently and assign different (perhaps changeable) value or mean-
ing to the virtual or digital objects they purchase, depending on whether or not the pur-
chase is made with real money. While there have been some observational studies
made on the matter regarding certain games, such as Farmville (Gruning, 2013), or
Habbo Hotel (Lehdonvirta, et al., 2009), detailed studies that address virtual objects in
free-to-play games, and how they interact with other cultural practices, have yet to be
undertaken. This creates an explicit need to explore how players perceive and interact
with objects in this game genre (Gruning, 2013).

Some virtual objects that can be purchased in F2P games largely perform decorative
functions; however, most of the items purchased in these games provide some form of

2 For a detailed definition of game culture on the macro, micro and meso level, please refer to Subchapter
22
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New Generation of Players and Culture 11

functional benefit. Depending on the game’s design, purchasing benefits can become
instrumental to victory in the game, and a central strategy for many players. Known as
Pay-to-Win (P2W), this is a new sort of cultural practice that is unique to F2P games
and results from their business model (Jordan, Wayne, Silva & Rosenbaum, 2016),
which is yet to be thoroughly explored in game studies, or media and communication
science literature.

It is evident that several aspects of F2P gaming focus on spending, and this is why nu-
merous academics have raised the need for further research on various aspects of this
matter. Alha et al. (2014), after speaking to gaming professionals, note that aggressive
monetization in these games is seen as negative, and state there is a need for research
on the ethically questionable subject of those who might spend too much. Jordan et al.
(2016) echo these thoughts, noting that the model is yet to be domesticated, with uneth-
ical use being rampant. In the same vein, Evans (2015) states that there is a need for
media and cultural studies to “consider the social, cultural, economic and political impli-
cations of impatience,” (p.563) something frequently capitalized upon in these games to
incentivize purchasing. For all these reasons, one could argue that F2P still needs
proper regulatory procedures, which can only be achieved through the adequate exami-
nation of player and industry habits (Woodford, 2013).

In light of all these new cultural practices brought on by F2P games, and the business
model itself, it is important to distinguish the transformations that are being made to in-
dividuals and gaming communities in various cultural contexts. F2P’s repercussions on
gameplay, an individual’s identity, and the gaming community as a whole should also be
thoroughly examined in light of its unique business approach, which is quite distinct
from the traditional games that preceded it. One should be asking whether the different
ways of play and various new practices introduced by F2P have led to the rise of a new
culture altogether (F2P subculture), or to a transformation of the overall macro game
culture instead. A change in ways of play and gameplay styles can, after all, also indi-
cate a change in digital media culture itself (Evans, 2015, p.565).

Hence, there is a research gap that needs to be addressed, looking at the change in
gameplay, and specifically looking at whether there is a trend towards more commer-
cialized and consumer-oriented playstyles in the overall macro game culture. This
needs to be further explored through observing the impact of the F2P business model
on overall game culture. For example, is the business model transforming the practices
of the entire industry? With the influx of F2P games, an entire future generation of indi-
viduals now exists that have started their gaming careers with these sorts of games.
These individuals have arguably been exposed to a specific type of experience that is of
a more consumer-oriented or commercialized nature than pre-existing, collaborative
games. Therefore, when this new generation of gamers moves from F2P games into
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12 Introduction

traditional pay-to-play gaming spheres, they will bring their expectations of F2P games
with them. To accommodate and cater to this rising generation of new audiences, per-
haps producers and developers might begin to integrate characteristics from F2P
games into traditional ones, or even focus entirely on creating F2P games with different
levels of detail and complexity.

To a certain degree this trend can already be observed in the gaming industry, with de-
velopers borrowing certain characteristics from F2P games (P2W elements, seasonal
content or even microtransactions) and utilizing them for pay-to-play games and triple-A
titles. Examples of these types of games are abundant. One very recent example is
Mortal Kombat 11 (NetherRealm Studios, 2019) on the Nintendo Switch, which encour-
ages microtransactions to unlock additional items and skins after its initial box price.
One publisher and developer notorious for implementing these kinds of
microtransactions in their already-purchased games is Electronic Arts (EA). EA games
such as Star Wars Battle Front Il (DICE, 2017) or their sports games series like FIFA,
NBA and Madden (but especially Battlefront Il, which caused huge controversies after
its initial release) have all garnered negative user and media attention for utilizing
microtransactions to offer additional content that should ideally have been part of the
main software, especially since players essentially spend €60 to purchase the game.
Therefore, it is important to investigate the impact of the current F2P trend on the over-
all game industry, and to do so, this study proposes an approach that attempts to typify
F2P game culture(s), their characteristics, and what possible influences they could have
on overall macro game culture.
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New Generation of Players and Culture 13

1.3. Addressing Gaps in Media and Game Culture Research

This research also attempts to addresses a few gaps in literature concerning me-
dia/game cultures. As mentioned previously, sparse literature exists focusing on free-to-
play culture, in both media and communication science and game studies research.
Most existing literature researching free-to-play games observes specific game practic-
es, like purchasing, the games image in public discourse, or certain game mechanics.
There has yet to be a study that observes multiple aspects and contexts of free-to-play
gaming simultaneously, attempting a comprehensive approach by studying the culture
as a whole. This study attempts to address this gap through applying specific theoretical
frameworks that observe free-to-play games in several possible contexts. More im-
portantly, through a detailed ethnography of free-to-play culture, this study is able to
bolster and update existing literature and theories on media culture. Through this re-
search, one can document the new cultural practice of microtransactions, as well as
other financial aspects (such as payment or budgeting), exploring how these practices
relate to cultural manifestations.

Finally, as a consequence of investigating the financial aspect of free-to-play game cul-
ture, and how they relate to the identity of gamers or their gameplay, the role of the
payment model in the value and meaning generated through media products (e.g.
games) can be examined. This study hopes to expand on this literature, exploring how
players feel about, and identify with their virtual goods or properties, and how their
spending behavior influences these feelings.

The next chapter introduces the theoretical framework utilized in this study, highlighting
primary theories and the core structure utilized in the investigation of free-to-play games
and their culture. Afterwards, the research questions are introduced and explained in
detail, clarifying the specific wording and scope covered by the question. The methods
are then specified in details and background information is provided about the game
selected for the ethnography, as well as the developer. The findings are then presented,
and their implications are discussed in a subsequent chapter. Finally, the last chapter
provides a wrap-up of the research along with an examination of its limitations and sug-
gestions for possible future research.
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2.0 The Cultures of Free-to-Play

The study of games has become increasingly common in recent years and for good
reason: today, games are an established form of entertainment culture and have be-
come a staple of the lives of individuals all over the world (Paavilainen et al., 2016). In
Germany alone, there are a reported 34 million self-identified gamers, which constitutes
around half of the entire population aged over 14 (Wilken, 2016).

The recent surge in videogame players can be attributed to the casualization of the
gaming market, described by Juul (2012) as the ‘casual revolution’ in game culture. This
process describes the growing market for casual games as beginning in the mid-2000s,
as people began frequenting online game portals. Casual games can be differentiated
from classically defined ‘hardcore’ games because they tend to have positive fiction,
their gamers require less knowledge to play, and the games themselves need less of a
time investment (Juul, 2012). One contributing factor to this casualization is considered
to be the development and spread of mobile technology (Evans, 2015). With the spread
of smart phones, individuals are now able to download countless apps on their phones
that provide ‘casual’ gameplay, and that utilize both familiar and new economic strate-
gies (ibid). Since casual game apps have become so common, monetization strategies
are seen to be a “foundational ethos of the casual gaming market,” (ibid. p. 578) helping
competitors differentiate themselves and encouraging use of their products.

In addition to new economic models, like free-to-play, the casual revolution also brought
about novel phenomena in gameplay. Villi Lehdonvirta (2005, 2009) documents one
such phenomenon in his research on the real money trade of virtual assets. With so
many different monetization strategies implemented in today’s games, the purchasing of
virtual assets (in both casual and hardcore games) has become normalized.
Lehdonvirta (2005) analyzes how users feel about this sort of transaction, stating that it
has the potential to break the magic circle® by helping players obtain assets that cir-
cumvent the rules; hence, some gamers consider virtual asset purchases a form of
cheating (Lehdonvirta, 2005). Nevertheless, these opinions have not stopped the devel-
opment of these transactions, and in recent years, “it has become increasingly common
for virtual goods circulated in consumption games to be exchangeable for real money,”
(Lehdonvirta et al., 2009, p. 1059). The popularity of these payments, and other varia-
tions of the free-to-play model, has changed how the players of these games think
about digital objects (Gruning, 2013). In addition to functional value, players also attach
symbolic value to their digital goods (ibid), making them essential to social or identifica-
tion practices of players and emphasizing the virtual game world as a much more con-

% For a detailed definition of the magic circle see Subchapter 2.4.3.5.
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16 The Cultures of Free-to-Play

crete part of real life. These new phenomena, which were not present in the days of
classic box purchases of games, are not only changing the consumption of the game
medium, but also overall game culture.

Casual games come in a variety of formats, platforms and genres, each catering to a
different audience and gaming need, while utilizing different business models
(Paavilainen et al., 2016). However, today most casual games tend to be synonymous
with free-to-play games.
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Free-to-Play as Casual Games 17

2.1. Free-to-Play as Casual Games

So, what exactly is a free-to-play game? Free-to-play games are mostly casual, apply-
ing a business model which has been around for a while, termed ‘freemium’. This term
designates “a business model using two products or services, or a combination of prod-
ucts and services. In such combinations, one item is provided at no charge while a
complementary item is sold at a positive price,” (Pujol, 2010, n.p). Freemium is present
in a variety of services and products, such as social networks, mobile applications and
desktop software. Chen & Wang'’s (2011) study on the social influence of being a paying
user in freemium social networks found that “social connections and interactions with
people paying for premium services may, to a great extent, influence the probability of
free users to become pay users,” (p. 526), noting not only distinctions in behavior be-
tween both types of users, but also their ability to influence each other.

Free-to-play games come in a variety of genres, ranging from simple puzzle games on
mobiles to fully fledged massive multiplayer online role-playing games (MMORPGs) for
the PC. What all these games share is that they employ the same revenue model, with
varying levels of aggressiveness in their monetization, allowing developers to provide
the majority of the content for free (Hamari, Keronen & Alha, 2015). This revenue model
has even been credited with creating completely novel genres and “gameplay innova-
tions that have brought completely new ways of playing games to the masses, breaking
the trend in the industry where innovation has become rarer and rarer over the [sic] re-
cent years,” (Pirinen, 2016, p.51). This revenue model is anything but new in the gam-
ing world, though, and has been around since RPG text adventures in 1997 (Jarvinen,
2016). Free-to-play only hit mainstream success with the release of social network
games on Facebook in 2008 (ibid). Nieborg credits the popularity of the model to Ap-
ple’s introduction of in-app purchases in 2009: “a seemingly minor change, but one that
laid the foundation for the free-to-play business model,” (2015, p. 5). However, after a
while, even major game companies such as Electronic Arts and Blizzard began to con-
template the revenue model, utilizing it as the default approach to its games (ibid). To-
day, with its increasing popularity in the games industry, free-to-play has become pre-
sent on all game platforms and is “the dominant revenue model in the top grossing ap-
plications chart,” (Alha et al., 2014, p. 1).

Free-to-play games differ from other revenue models in their design and development;
they “offer an immediate and rewarding progress and achievement structure” which is
“amplified and accelerated through micro-payments as part of the freemium pricing
strategy and revenue model of game design,” (Jordan et al., 2016, p. 2). To be effective,
Nieborg suggests that companies need:
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18 The Cultures of Free-to-Play

(1) to aggregate large volumes of players because of the low rate of conversion into
paying users, (2) to engage players in such a way that they enjoy playing and con-
nect with other players, preferably via Facebook, (3) to retain players long enough
for them to consider converting to becoming a paying user, and (4) to lower the bar-
rier to (repeatedly) spend money (Nieborg, 2015, p. 6).

Hence, some professionals and academics argue that game development in F2P
games is highly commercialized, “the game design is guided to a certain direction, and
that games are designed on the basis of how much money they can make instead of
creating good games,” (Alha et al., 2014, p. 5). In addition to their design and ability to
provide immediate gratification, the main difference between F2P games and traditional
or subscription games is that they offer free access, while allowing the player to pur-
chase in-game currency through in-game microtransactions. The in-game currency is
then used to purchase virtual items in the game. ltems purchased can be divided into
two main categories: a) functional items, which assist the player in furthering their
gameplay through increasing stats, or helping in-game timers deplete faster, or b) deco-
rative items, which are mostly used to change aesthetics or provide additional so-
cial/communicational tools (Lin & Sun, 2007). The prevalence and popularity of free-to-
play games has introduced economic strategies which “have shaped and promoted par-
ticular forms of gameplay,” (Evans, 2015, p. 565). While many traditional and subscrip-
tion MMORPGs provide virtual items for purchase with real money, the development of
F2P games is known to exploit essential tools in gameplay, such as guild management
tools (Ducheneaut, Nickell & Moore, 2007), providing them only for those who are will-
ing to pay. Monetizing essential elements in gameplay, as F2P games do, is changing
the experience of games, and in the worst case “gaming becomes a ‘pay to win’ affair,
in which the players who pay the most perform the best,” (Bogost, 2014, p. 4).

Most, but not all, F2P games contain similar characteristics to social games (see Figure
1). While there are several exceptions to this, primarily MMORPGs or first person
shooters (FPS) that use the revenue model, the majority of top grossing games on mo-
biles seem to have social game characteristics (Chen, Lu & Wang, 2016). Looking spe-
cifically at sociability in free-to-play social games, Paavilainen et al. (2016) propose 30
different social features, such as: off-game sociability, presence information, scorekeep-
ing and social Ul elements. Their research indicates that in these types of game, socia-
bility is based on communicating presence, and not so much social interaction (ibid).
This type of sociality might not really contribute to generating bonding (or even bridging)
social capital* (Steinkiihler and Williams, 2006), since all it involves is requesting help
from friends or sharing scores. This could be seen as the commodification of social in-
teraction (Nieborg, 2015), where friends are nothing more than resources. Burroughs

* For a detailed overview of bridging and bonding social capital refer to Subchapter 2.4.3.2.
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Free-to-Play as Casual Games 19

(2014) notes this commodification of ludic sociality through noting consumer rituals,
which are considered by some to be meaningful exchanges between players (such as
gifting virtual objects).

Most games within this revenue model provide ongoing game worlds (similar to
MMORPGS) that never seem to end (Evans, 2015). These game worlds, where new
content is constantly published, render F2P games more akin to services than products,
constituting “a more open-ended approach to game design [that] is indicative of a wider
industry shift of product-based companies that are increasingly moving toward service-
based business models,” (Nieborg, 2015, p. 6). This is why great emphasis is put on
customer service and community management by some free-to-play companies (Alha et
al. 2014), hoping to influence the attitudes of their players and general gamers alike.

Figure 1: Social Game Characteristics. (Chen et al., 2016, p.102).

Nevertheless, free-to-play is not entirely negative. The revenue model allows for easy access
(Jordan et al., 2016) and provides the majority of the content for free. Free access means that
free-to-play game worlds are more populated, providing a more social and attractive environ-
ment for their players. Moreover, this generates promotion and monetary profit for the company
as well (Nieborg, 2015). Some even assume that the future of hardcore MMORPGs resides in
free-to-play: “the future MMORPG markets will be characterized as casual, accessible and F2P
utilizing the easy to learn, but hard to master principle,” (ibid, p. 2).

Still, the outbreak of freemium games in today’s market proves Juul's (2010) concept of the
casual revolution, indicating a shift in current game and media culture. This shift in game cul-
ture, and its repercussions, should be investigated thoroughly to understand its social and sci-
entific significance.
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20 The Cultures of Free-to-Play

2.2. Media and Game Cultures

Game cultures are considered types of digital media culture, with sets of beliefs, value
systems and behaviors adopted, practiced and displayed in mediums including digital
devices, online spaces and computer-mediated communication. This is aligned with the
broader meaning of culture, which includes the production of symbolic meaning, not just
material production and methods of development (Crawford & Rutter, 2006). These me-
dia cultures come in various forms and can revolve around different artifacts, from
games to social media platforms, the common factor being that their primary resources
of meaning are offered through technical communication media (Hepp, 2008). However,
in cultural studies, media culture (or sometimes mass culture) refers to Western society
and the consumer ideology that developed through the influence of mass media (Thom-
as, 2012).

From an analytical perspective, and based on Hepp’s (2008) work, Wimmer (2012) de-
fines game cultures as an aspect of this current media culture, “with increasing signifi-
cance, whose primary resources of meaning are manifested in digital games that are
mostly mediated or provided through technical communication media such as
handhelds or consoles,” (p. 527). From this definition, one can understand game cul-
tures as the various ways and sometimes highly complex practices involved in the eve-
ryday use of games, their varied experiences, and their integration in gamers’ daily lives
(Wimmer, 2012). Here, game culture can be observed on the macro level, or the overall
game culture, which is part of current media or mass culture.

Offering another definition of game culture and building on the study findings of several
authors, Mayra (2008) differentiates game cultures as specific subcultures, each unique
in their form of game appropriation: “Game cultures are often recognized as subcultures
organized around games and playing, bringing together enthusiastic players who organ-
ize in their speech and behavior the meanings attached to these play forms,” (p. 28).
Adopting the same approach, Shaw (2010) reviews various definitions of the term in
academia and public discourse and concludes that game culture is defined based on
who plays (female or LGBT gamers), what they play (game specific cultures) or how
they play (console, PC gamers or modders). She additionally notes that game culture is
almost always defined as being separate from a “constructed mainstream culture,”
(Shaw, 2010, p. 416). Defining game cultures in this manner assumes that in addition to
an overall macro game culture, there are diverse and distinct sub-cultures:

Rather than a single ‘game culture,’ there are several of them, as visible and invisi-
ble sense- making structures that surface not only in games themselves, but in the
language, practices, and sensibilities adopted and developed by groups and individ-
uals, (Mayra, 2006, p. 103).
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When defining game cultures as subcultures, we can do so on the micro, meso or mac-
ro level. As in the social sciences, the micro, meso and macro levels can refer to the
individual, a group of actors, or the community as a whole (Quandt & Scheufele, 2011).
However, this system can also be adapted to refer to different abstractions, as imple-
mented by Quandt and Scheufele (2011) when using these levels to discuss networks,
applying the micro and macro level as central coordinates. Concerning game cultures,
one can observe their manifestation on a micro level as individual game cultures (built
around specific games), or on a meso level as game meta cultures that are centered on
technological aspects and ways of play (console gamers, free-to-play, modders, speed
runners or streamers). On the macro level, game culture can be considered that of
overall target population, or in general worldwide (EImezeny & Wimmer, 2018). For
specific examples, and a complete approach to defining game culture on various levels,
please refer to Table 1 below.

Online gaming communities offer the most obvious demonstration of game culture. An
important part of online gaming communities is the existence of a shared space, which
according to Mayra (2008) is characteristic of a specific culture. With most digital
games, spaces do not necessarily have to be physical, as a type of digital media cul-
ture; some game communities primarily share virtual spaces (not just game worlds, but
also forums and chat rooms). Hence, it is beneficial to describe them as imagined
communities (Anderson, 1991). These communities, unlike typical ones, cannot be
based on daily face-to-face interaction between their members, due to practical and
spatial reasons (ibid).

Table 1: Various levels of defining game culture adapted from EImezeny and Wimmer (2018, p.82)

Description Example cultures

Micro Cultures of a specific game or World of Warcraft culture, EVE online culture,
community, can be geographically California Smash Brothers culture, German
based FIFA culture.

Meso Cultures of multiple games or PS4 gamer culture, Nintendo gamer culture,

communities with a common, unify- =~ Retro gamer culture, Modder culture, Hacker

ing characteristic culture, Speed Runner culture.
Macro The overall culture of all games, Game culture worldwide, or game culture of
gamers and gameplay specific populations.

Plenty of research on games focuses on the interaction between the player and the
game itself. While this is appropriate for studying various phenomena, it still omits cer-
tain contexts. Kline & De Peuter (2003) argue “that the moment of gameplay is con-
structed by and embedded in much larger circuits — technological, cultural and market-

Dieses Werk steht Open Access zur Verfiigung und unterliegt damit der Lizenz CC-BY 4.0



22 The Cultures of Free-to-Play

ing...” (p. 270). Hence, one can assume the importance of observing game culture as a
whole, taking its many contexts into consideration, especially economic ones, instead of
simply focusing on the player and game interaction. A great example of one such con-
text is stated by Evans (2015): “From the early days of digital games’ industrialization,
there has been a link between economic strategies, upfront costs and gameplay, and
this link continues to play out in contemporary games culture,” (p. 566). Analyzing Can-
dy Crush, a free-to-play game, David Nieborg (2015) also notes the importance of eco-
nomic strategies in game practices, particularly the commodification of virtual items and
ludic sociality.

Considering the importance of economic contexts on game culture, one of the proposed
goals of this research is to typify F2P games as a distinct subculture. This categoriza-
tion would appear on the meso level with the payment model as the unifying feature, as
free-to-play games can also manifest individual cultures specific to the game. Still, each
unique micro-culture would share some characteristics with other F2P games, based on
cultural practices that arise from the application of the payment model.

2.2.1. Commercialization of Media and Game Cultures

Why is typifying free-to-play game culture so important? One possible (and evident)
reason for undertaking this task is to indicate the increasing transformations that
metaprocesses such as individualization, globalization, but most importantly commer-
cialization bring to media and game cultures. Media cultures (of which game cultures
are one variety) serve as visible case examples of the meta-process of mediatization:
“media cultures are the cultures of mediatization,” (Hepp, 2011, p. 29). To be specific,
mediatization is a major development defined as:

not only a process of upcoming new media and the coming into existence of an in-
creasingly complex individual media environment. It is not only a process of ‘more
and more’ media used in communicative action, but also and especially it is a
metaprocess that consists of a changing everyday life, of changing identity construc-
tions and social relations, of a changing economy, democracy and leisure, of a
changing culture and society as a whole (Krotz & Hepp, 2011, p. 139).

Being cultures of mediatization, media cultures (and game cultures) can exhibit this
metaprocess and the increasing influence, or integration, of media in our daily lives ex-
ceptionally well. However, these cultures make other metaprocesses such as commer-
cialization observable as well (Hutchins, 2008; Simons, 2006).

In the case of F2P games (and their cultures), commercialization is the most important
metaprocess since the majority of games applying this model seem to have mechanics
that tend to encourage spending and other consumer behaviors. Moreover, commercial-
ization is the most empirically observable metaprocess because it is the most conceiva-
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ble given the cultural practices linked to financial aspects within the game community.
Finally, while all metaprocesses are equally important, one cannot overstate the im-
portance of commercialization given our existence in a capitalistic society (Krotz, 2007).
In fact, all metaprocesses such as mediatization, etc., depend on an economic factor to
a certain degree, and hence commercialization “is the basic process providing the stim-
ulus to all action” (Krotz, 2007, p.259).

Commercialization itself can be seen as a process where “economy becomes more im-
portant, not only for the way in which culture and society work, but also for strategies of
organizations and institutions and as reasons and goals of the actions of the people,”
(Krotz, 2007, p. 258). What Krotz means by economy here can be interpreted as a fo-
cus on fiscal success. Game cultures are generally thought of as participatory cultures
(Jenkins, 2006), providing overt forms of social resistance (de Certeau, 1984) such as
user and fan-generated content. But do the cultures of free-to-play games also fit this
definition? Or are they inherently something different? The different gaming mechanics
could highlight the process of commercialization and pinpoint F2P game culture as be-
ing more consumer than participatory, a culture that is heavily based on “shopping activ-
ities and the geography of retail space," (McAllister, 2003, p. 43). In order to answer
these questions, a thorough look at the various contexts of F2P games is required.
Through this inquiry, one could possibly observe various phenomena which can typify
the culture of free-to-play games as something different and more commercialized than
classic, pay-to-play games.

Still, this is not to say that regular pay-to-play games are completely uncommercial. Crit-
ics of game cultures will lump them in with popular culture, which is criticized for its role
in preserving capitalism and oppressing the masses (Crawford & Rutter, 2006). This is
as evident in the gaming industry as it is with other popular culture industries, where the
focus is usually on profit and market exploitation, not creativity (Adorno, 1991). Scholars
from the Birmingham School echo these thoughts with their claims that “culture is used
to maintain the existing status quo and promote dominant capitalist values,” (Crawford &
Rutter, 2006, p. 152). It is not difficult to make these assumptions regarding the regular
gaming industry, where several games are based on improving your avatar through the
accumulation of virtual capital. However, this could not possibly be truer for the F2P
market, where not only does virtual capital play a bigger role, but one that is acquired
through real-world funds. Additionally, in the F2P market, variation is rarely a reflection
of creativity in development (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1972), but is usually used to target
various sections of the market, from casual to hardcore, or other niche interest gamers.
Moreover, within F2P game communities, it is assumed that there are fewer ‘counter
cultures’ (Cohen, 1980) or subcultures of resistance, such as hackers and modders,
who display principles contrary to the dominant societal ideology. The lack of resistance
makes F2P games and their cultures the perfect delivery vehicle for consumerist ideo-
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logies. Alternatively, F2P games and their cultures could just be an accurate reflection
of our own contemporary consumer society, which Bauman (1998) defines as one that
is built on unfulfillable desires.

2.2.2. Mediatized Worlds: Empirical Observations of Metaprocesses

The empirical analysis of all-encompassing processes such as mediatization, or com-
mercialization in this case, is a complex task. However, Hepp and Krotz (2014) provide
a beneficial framework that serves as a starting point in the empirical analysis of such
metaprocesses. While mediatization is not the core metaprocess of interest in this
study, their proposed concept still shares a lot of similarities with similar frameworks
utilized in this research and could be of benefit in observing the metaprocess of com-
mercialization. ‘Mediatized worlds’ is a concept that refers to 1) social phenomology and
2) symbolic interactionism (Hepp & Krotz, 2014). Concerning phenomology, the term
designates the division of everyday social life-worlds into multiple smaller versions, such
as: jobs, social activities and schools. Within these worlds, individuals are confronted
with socially “constructed part-time realities” (Hitzler & Honer, 1964, p. 87 as cited in
Hepp & Krotz, 2014), temporally existing in a specific space, which have an increasing
impact in today’s postmodern society.

Regarding symbolic interactionism, there are three major considerations to do with me-
diatized worlds. Firstly, mediatized worlds are communicative networks “beyond the ter-
ritorial” (Hepp & Krotz, 2014, p. 12). This is similar to Anderson’s (1991) concept of im-
agined communities, meaning that the mediatized world of stocks (the example given) is
manifested wherever stocks are exchanged with computers, smartphones and other
technological devices: “It is the mediatized communication network by which this media-
tized world gets constructed, not a territoriality,” (ibid, p. 12). Secondly, mediatized
worlds can exist on “various scales” (ibid, p. 13), similar to social worlds, and can either
be very localized or entirely global, defined by a research perspective and a thematic
core. This thought is comparable to EImezeny and Wimmer’s (2018) micro/meso/macro
definition and comparison of game culture, as stated earlier. Finally, mediatized worlds
are “nestled/interlaced with each other” (Hepp & Krotz, 2014, p. 13), meaning that within
each mediatized world exists sub-worlds or connections with other similar worlds. The
authors give the example of musical subgenres: “popular cultural scenes like hip hop,
black metal or techno ... The ongoing articulation of their mediatized worlds is a likewise
ongoing segmentation and (re)invention process,” (ibid, p. 14). This, again, slightly
compares to the subculture concept of game cultures proposed by Mayra (2006).

Overall, given these considerations, the concept of mediatized worlds provides a
framework for the empirical observation of mediatization and other metaprocesses,
such as commercialization:
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They are structured fragments of social lifeworlds with a certain binding
intersubjective knowledge inventory, with specific social practices and cultural thick-
enings. Mediatized worlds are the everyday concretization of media cultures and
media societies. They are the level where mediatization becomes concrete, where
people use media in specific contexts and with specific interests and intentions, and
by virtue of this can be analyzed empirically. (Hepp and Krotz, 2014, p. 14).

This is due to the mediatized world’s ability to provide an opportunity to observe specific
practices and situations that articulate mediatization, commercialization and other
greater metaprocesses. For example, it is an impossible task to attempt to analyze the
primary process of commercialization concerning media culture, or the entire games
industry. However, using media worlds, which serve as a theoretical basis and an em-
pirically observable concept of the subculture typification given to game cultures (Mayra,
2008), one can pinpoint certain progressions, whether practices or phenomena, which
highlight these metaprocesses.

2.2.3. Translating Practices to Culture

Media practices are an important part of media/game cultures. In a sense, they are the
observable and measurable ways in which we can directly witness different media/game
cultures and their sub-manifestations. Steele and Brown’s (1995) media practice model
provides one possible framework that proves useful in highlighting the various practices
which contribute to the production of meaning in media cultures. While their framework
stems from media effects research, attempting to explain media usage, it still incorpo-
rates vital practices (selection, interaction, application/appropriation). These “everyday
activities and routines of media consumption,” (Steele & Brown, 1995, p. 553) are the
central focus of the framework, and essential in explaining the process of creating
meaning in cultures that revolve around certain digital mediums. Steele and Brown also
note that their model’s central component is the formation of identity:

Teens' sense of who they are shapes their encounters with media, and those en-
counters in turn shape their sense of themselves in the ongoing process of cultural
production and reproduction (Steele & Brown, 1995, p. 554).

Members of media/game cultures (including, it is assumed, F2P ones) are bound to
have specific practices that signal their inclusion. For example, members of specific
game cultures have their own jargon, don specific clothes and utilize exclusive channels
of communication (EImezeny & Wimmer, 2016). These practices can highlight the
meaning-making processes of individuals engaged in a variety of activities, whether
through the selection, interaction and appropriation of media, as Steele and Brown
(1995) state, or even in more extensive contexts.
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Taking a different approach, Couldry (2004) theorizes that media (an obvious central
component of media culture) is itself a practice. He also discusses the importance of
media practices, especially when it comes to their role of arranging other social practic-
es. Drawing on social theory and Durkheim’s (1953) concept of social categories,
Couldry (2004) puts forward the concept of rituals, in attempting to explain “the binding
authority of certain media practices in relation to other practices,” (p. 127). He goes on
to state that during rituals, wider patterns of meaning are enacted by participants unin-
tentionally, making rituals “one important way in which the legitimacy of assumed wider
values can be confirmed or communicated,” (ibid, p. 127). Couldry (2004) also notes
that ritual practices contribute to connecting other practices of an individual that involve
similar categories and values.

Hence, this research views culture as a totality of media practices based on both
Couldry’s (2004) framework of rituals, tied to other social situations, and Steel and
Brown’s (1995) structure of media practices as everyday media consumption, tied to
identity construction. These media practices make up the specific mean-making pro-
cesses of culture and can be categorized into five different contexts known as the circuit
of culture. This understanding of culture makes it empirically observable. Through look-
ing at the practices that make culture tangible, studying transformations brought on by
certain metaprocesses becomes plausible.
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2.3 The Circuit of Culture

In order to typify F2P game culture, we have to observe the major cultural processes
that occur surrounding these media products. The circuit of culture (Paul du Gay, Stuart
Hall, Linda Janes, Hugh Mackay and Keith Negus, 1997) is best described as a frame-
work which assists in the investigation of the “production and circulation of meaning,”
(Leve, 2012, p. 2). This framework comes from the specific branch of research known
as cultural studies.

Contrary to popular belief, cultural studies is not simply the “study of culture” (Barker,
2003, p. 5). Culture can be more accurately “understood as the processes of meaning-
making” (Lewis, 2002, p. 3). Observing a more constructivist than reflective approach to
cultural activities (see Hall, 1997, p. 24-25), structures such as politics, the economy
and various societal formations become less reflective and more imagined, “given
meaning through the process of culture,” (Champ and Brooks, 2010, p. 574). Culture
has the power to bring meaning into existence (ibid). The ultimate goal of cultural stud-
ies is therefore to articulate something about meaning and “to attempt to capture a
sense of meaningful social processes” (ibid. p. 574). It is for these reasons that du Gay
and his colleagues (1997) developed the circuit: as a visual representation to answer
the question of how meaning is created and shared within, and between, cultures.

2.3.1. History of the Circuit

The circuit of culture was originally developed as a cultural analysis tool by the mem-
bers of the British Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS), and later served
as the theoretical basis of the 1997 Culture, Media & Identities series published through
Sage & Open University (Leve, 2012). Stuart Hall's (1980) encoding/decoding model,
which was established during his time at the CCCS “is said to have been a precursor to
later circuit models developed by cultural theorists,” (Leve, 2012, p. 2). Richard Johnson
(1986) was one cultural theorist among several (Pillai, 1992; Wren-Lewis, 1983; Morley
and Chen, 1996) who found Hall’'s model lacking, having, to their minds, insufficient
conceptual distinctions.

It was Johnson (1986) who developed the primary version of the circuit of culture (see
Figure 2), his goal being to create a heuristic guide to tackling cultural analysis from var-
ious perspectives. While several theories had already been put forward to explain cul-
tural processes, Johnson (1986) was candid about his fears that they were insufficient,
framing them as a rhetorical question: could they be “all false or incomplete, liable to
mislead, in that they are only partial, and therefore cannot grasp the process as a
whole?” (p. 46). Here we can see that the core of the circuit and its rationale, even in its
earliest form, was to attempt to capture the totality of cultural processes. Furthermore,
Johnson’s original model was developed due to the need he identified to address “a
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neglect of the ‘private’ - the choices made by consumers and the basis of those choices,
or ‘modes of reception’, so that processes of production tended to be the dominant fo-
cus,” (Leve, 2012, p. 3). The earliest version of the circuit of culture was Johnson’s at-
tempt at refocusing cultural studies, especially those with texts as research objects. In
order to accomplish this aim, one must have the proper investigative goals to clarify “the
social life of subjective forms at each moment of their circulation, including their textual
embodiments,” (Johnson, 1986, p. 62). This, in turn, leads to an understanding of the
added importance of context, due to its ability to determine “meaning(s), transformations
and salience of these forms, including the contexts of immediate situations, as well as
the larger historical context or conjuncture,” (Leve, 2012, p. 3).
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Figure 2: First conception of the Circuit of Culture (reprinted from Johnson, 1986, p. 46)

Du Gay et al. (1997) later simplified Johnson’s model to create the final circuit of culture
(see Figure 3). They propose five processes, which, when taken together, comprise the
entire circuit of culture. The simplifications remove the abstract/concrete and pub-
lic/private dichotomies from Johnson’s (1986) model, integrate ‘conditions’ as one of the
now five contexts (regulation) and highlight “the interconnections that link each of the
five [contexts] to the others,” (Leve, 2012, p. 4). In the final, simplified circuit of culture,
texts/forms become representation, readings become consumption, conditions become
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regulation, lived cultures/social reality becomes identity, and construction is production
(ibid).

2.3.2. Using the Circuit

Within du Gay et al.’s (1997) circuit, the five nodes (or contexts, which is how they will
be referred to in this study) each deal with a distinct part of how to generate meaning.
Representation deals with deriving meaning from how concepts are presented (Hall,
1997). This process naturally addresses aspects that include both written and visual
language: words, gestures, music, video and photography. “Languages establish and
essentially hold meanings in place by defining how things and concepts are different or
similar to other things and concepts,” (Champ and Brock, 2010, p. 575).

Identity consists of the processes whereby “represented meanings” (ibid) or what du
Gay et al. (1997) call “social profiles” (p. 10) and “types” (p. 15) are utilized to give
meaning both to ourselves and our social groups, and to other individuals and their own
formations. Identities are not exclusive to human beings, and can be given to things,
locations, animals and experiences (Champ and Brock, 2010).

The production process (or context) can be simply understood as the creation of things,
which not only includes products, but also messages, ideas and experiences (ibid).
While most examples of this process notably feature it at the institutional level (ibid), it
can also take place at the singular level, with individual or community-created content,
messages and experiences, something that has become much more relevant in the age
of social media.

The consumption context looks at how individuals make sense of their experiences, or
consume meaning. The process of consumption as a meaningful process has been
largely ignored by many researchers (Mackay, 1997). However, a shift in cultural stud-
ies has given rise to the importance of consumption as a necessary process when it
comes to deriving meaning (Champ and Brock, 2010). Arguing based on his encod-
ing/decoding model, Hall (1980) noted that individuals can accept meaning as it was
planned by its authors (the preferred reading). Alternatively, they can “negotiate with
that meaning,” (Champ and Brock, 2010, p. 576) choosing the parts of it that suit them.
Or they can discard the meaning completely.

Regulation is the final process mentioned as part of the circuit; it denotes attempts to
repair or curb meanings that do not fit within our regular understanding of production
and consumption (Thompson, 1997). This usually entails formal institutions, at the local,
government, or international levels, enforcing rules and regulations.
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In their book, du Gay et al. (1997) study the culture of the Sony Walkman. Using this
circuit, they look at how it is represented, produced, consumed, the means employed to
regulate its use and distribution, and which social identities are associated with it. For
any cultural artifact to be studied adequately, it must pass through the five cultural pro-
cesses of representation, identification, production, consumption and regulation (ibid, p.
3). du Gay et al. (1997) note additionally that due to the nature of this model, it does not
matter which process you start with, as the circuit will not be complete until all process-
es have been discussed. The processes do not follow a specific order: they “need not
follow in succession” and “[alny process may interrelate with any other, depending upon
cultural circumstances,” (Champ and Brock, 2010, p. 577). Moreover, once a researcher
is finished with a certain process, it does not signal the end of it. Instead, one process
carries over into the next, so they are overlapping constantly: “each part of the circuit is
taken up and reappears in the next part. So, having started with Representation, repre-
sentations become an element in the next part, that is, of how Identities are constructed.
And so on.” (du Gay et al., p. 4).

representation

regulation identity N

consumption I production |

Figure 3: The Circuit of Culture (réprinted from du Gay et al., 1997, p. 3).

In addition to du Gay et al.’s (1997) work on the Walkman, the circuit of culture has also
served as the theoretical basis for several other scientific pursuits. Studies utilizing the
circuit have applied it to: science journalism (Wilcox, 2003), advertising (Soar, 2000),
public relations (Curtin and Gaither, 2005), men’s lifestyle publications (Benwell, 2003),
telenovelas (Acosta-Alzuru, 2003), and the music industry (Fraley, 2003). Outside the
realm of media and communication science, the circuit of culture has been used as a
theoretical foundation to research tourism (Norton, 1996), human geography (Squire,
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1993) and, most recently, environmental issues such as wildland fires (Champ and
Brock, 2010).

Nevertheless, within game studies, the circuit of culture is underutilized. Still, advocates
of this theoretical concept include Wimmer (2012) and Mayra (2008), both of whom
have applied the circuit to their own research and expanded upon it, adapting it for use
with digital games (see below), and stressing the importance of context®.

2.3.3. Applying the Circuit to Digital Games

Building on the circuit of culture and Hepp’s (2008) cultural theories in communication
science, Wimmer (2012) highlights two essential analytical considerations for this re-
search: One, the circuit assists in observing the process of constructing digital game
cultures, and two, it denotes “the constantly prevailing economic context of the gaming
industry,” (p. 528). Originally, Hepp (2011) observes that the articulation of meaning in
media cultures is a complex circuit, within which different levels exist: the articulation of
production, representation, appropriation, identification and regulation. Hepp (2011)
then observes certain key distinctions between the classic media circuit and its applica-
tion to digital games, renaming certain processes (primarily consumption, which he re-
names as appropriation, since games are not likely to perish once consumed and are
more accurately described as being appropriated into daily life instead). Wimmer (2012)
applies the five processes to the realm of digital games as follows:

e The context of (re)production, of and within digital games, deals with the struc-
tures, means and methods of creating games and play. This context is not limited
to the gaming industry and the field of game development alone, but also deals
with user-generated game products, hence the addition of the “re” prefix.

e The context of representation not only deals with the depiction of digital games
and their cultures in public discourse and mass media, but also with the illustra-
tion of different topics in games (media products) themselves. These topics could
include anything from violence to family values or gender roles, as represented in
digital games.

¢ Regulation, as a context, involves the effect of non-producing institutions, like po-
litical or governmental institutions, on a media culture. With digital games, this
usually deals with issues such as age restrictions for games and the Entertain-
ment Software Rating Board’s (ESRB) ratings.

¢ The context of appropriation highlights the practices where media is embedded in
daily life. Within the realm of digital games, Wimmer (ibid) gives the example of
game-specific rules and rituals, e.g. clans.

® See subchapter 2.4.
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¢ Finally, the context of identification notes the ongoing process of building identity
based on the dialogues or patterns being communicated in games. The process
is best observed when gamers wear special clothes or use jargon to display their
membership in a community, or to differentiate themselves from non-gamers.
(Wimmer, 2012).

Using these five processes, we establish certain contexts within which one should be
studying digital game practices, or in this case free-to-play games, in order for them to
be analyzed adequately. Contexts are adaptations of nodes, the original terminology
applied to the five points of the circuit of culture. However, it is important to note that
cultural practices and phenomena do not have to strictly adhere to one context or the
other; sometimes certain overlaps will occur. Those who advocate the usage of the cir-
cuit of culture note that it is too simplistic to specify that a process be used exclusively
within one particular context (Champ and Brock, 2010). This is to be expected when
dealing with cultural and social analysis, where clear and distinct lines between phe-
nomena are uncommon (Leve, 2012). In fact, some social scientists find that “it is the
researcher’s task to identify and describe how particular meanings result from the over-
lap of these [contexts],” (Champ and Brock, 2010, p. 576).

2.3.4. The Circuit Compared to Other Approaches in Game Studies

Applying the circuit of culture as an analytical construct is extremely advantageous in
game studies as it combines several traditional approaches to examining games, thus
offering a more comprehensive overview. Previous games research has either taken a
structural approach, viewing games as tools that feed player experiences (Juul, 2012),
or a player-centered approach, by putting player experience and activities at the center
of research (Consalvo, 2007; Castronova, 2005). However, while each of these ap-
proaches has its use, both have an inherent determinism (Jordan et al., 2016). Accord-
ing to Behrenshausen (2012) videogames are a collection of varied forces, “human and
nonhuman bodies, algorithmic logics, circuitry, enunciations, marketing discourses, ju-
ridical codifications, mythic narratives, architectural formations, affects, flows of both
electricity and capital,” (p. 882). If we assume this to be true, the circuit of culture would
be an apt tool to both classify and study these diverse forces in detail.

Other common approaches in game studies include: effects research, which primarily
attempts to measure video games’ outcomes on aggression (Anderson & Bushman,
2001; Funk, 1992; Sherry, 2001); uses and gratifications approaches (Jansz & Martens,
2005; Lucas & Sherry, 2004), which attempt to explain the reasoning behind the deci-
sions and preferences of gamers; and media psychological approaches, which try to
answer a variety of questions ranging from identification with in-game avatars (Van
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Looy, Courtois & De Vocht, 2010) to what it means to be a ‘gamer’ in the first place (De
Grove, Courtois, & Van Looy, 2015).

What most of these approaches share is that they are player- or media-centered, put-
ting the player experience or the medium itself as their highest priority. As mentioned
earlier, while this can be beneficial when it comes to answering certain questions, it is
still deterministic to a certain degree, disregarding other possible influential factors and
contexts. For example, assuming that video games are the main contributor to an indi-
vidual’s aggressive behavior, without taking into consideration issues such as how the
player processes particular messages within the game itself, identifies with specific
characters, or relates to others within the community who play the same game, can be
misleading. In subscribing to a partial explanation for an individual’'s aggressive behav-
ior, researchers could be ignoring a variety of other factors that might also be playing a
contributory role. The circuit of culture can remedy these errors, due to the various con-
texts and connections it employs. When properly applied, an empirical study utilizing the
circuit can address not only the player experience, but the various contextual interac-
tions and practices arising from the game itself, as well as the surrounding communities
where the game is communicated and circulated.

2.3.5. Critiquing the Circuit

Still the circuit of culture is not without its faults. Ben Fine (2002), an economist and
theorist, does not find the circuit an actual theoretical concept, stating that it is “little
more than metaphor, an organized recognition of the different sites at which culture is
generated and mutually determined,” (p. 107). Moreover, Fine (2002), and other aca-
demics (Negus, 1997; Mackay, 1997 as cited in Leve, 2012, p. 4) have criticized the
circuit of culture for observing the “circular journey of the commodity itself,” (Leve, 2012,
p. 4) rather than the various processes of culture. Nevertheless, this circulation of com-
modities is not completely separate from cultural content or production, and Fine also
points out:

As the commodity moves through...it picks up and transforms culture along the way.
This offers the opportunity to examine cultural content in a piecemeal fashion, with
more or less acknowledgement of the interrelationship between the various partici-
pating moments — what contribution has been made by advertising, marketing, de-
sign, retailing or whatever (Fine, 2002, p. 106).

Wittmann (2007) also provides a number of criticisms on the circuit of culture. His is-
sues begin from du Gay et al.’s (1997) decision to only include five processes instead of
four, or six or seven (Wittmann, 2007). He also critiques the authors’ decision to include
certain cultural processes and leave out others, giving the example of distribution,
which, he stated, could also have been featured as part of the circuit (ibid). Moreover,
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Wittmann (2007) also criticizes du Gay et al.’s visual representation of the circuit itself.
He notes that the logical reasoning for the arrows in the center to be smaller than those
around the edges was never explained by the authors (see Figure 3), meaning that this
could have certain implications which were never really clarified (ibid). However, the
strongest point Wittmann makes is that the circuit of culture is usually only made use of
in its entirety when applied at an abstract, theoretical level. When utilized in empirical
studies, it is not used in its totality, with researchers selecting only one or two processes
(contexts or nodes) for analysis (Wittmann, 2007).

In this research, there is an attempt to address these critiques in the application of the
circuit of culture. Initially, through using an ethnography of virtual worlds (see Chapter
5.0 for details), a thorough investigation of all five specific contexts is proposed. This is
done to provide a complete, empirical investigation of specific game culture, using all
the contexts of the circuit. Furthermore, by relating contextual phenomena and practices
to other theoretical concepts outside of the circuit, the outcome of the investigation
should ideally be more than the circular journey of a commodity, but rather an intercon-
nected set of meaning-making processes: those which make up a specific game or me-
dia culture.

In the following sections of this chapter, we discuss the importance of context and oper-
ationalize the circuit of culture for application to F2P games by discussing each context
fully.
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2.4. Contexts of Game Culture

Context is immensely important for the study of digital games. After all, games and their
players do not exist independent of other social considerations, and have to be viewed
from certain perspectives to be analyzed effectively, as stated aptly by King and
Krzywinska:

Gameplay does not exist in a vacuum, any more then games do as a whole. It is sit-
uated instead within a matrix of potential meaning-creating frameworks. These can
operate both at a local level, in the specific associations generated by a particular
episode of gameplay and in the context off broader social, cultural and ideological
resonances, (King and Krzywinska, 2006, p.38).

- contéxtyal frames oad

Figure 4: Game studies focusing on the game, its player and arising contexts (reprinted from
Méyri, 2008, p. 2)

Mayra (2008) finds that game studies should focus on the interaction between gamer
and game, and especially the contexts arising from this process. The importance of con-
text for Mayra (2007) is an attempt to explain various other socio-cultural forces of
meaning-making in the digital gaming experience. He bases his original concept of the
‘contextual game experience’ on the first version of the circuit of culture by Johnson
(1980). Adding to the importance of contexts, Wimmer, Mitgutsch, Huber, Wagner &
Rosenstingl (2013) find that digital games contextualize the way we play and vice versa,
with ways of play re-contextualizing the goals and rules of a game, or even our culture,
society and history.

The contexts used in this study are the operationalized processes of the circuit of cul-
ture. Hence, it is important to note that while these contexts exist separately and repre-
sent completely independent practices within games and their cultures, they do not exist
as part of a linear process, but are instead strongly intertwined, continuously influencing
each other. This is emphasized during Wimmer’'s (2012) analysis of the World Cyber
Games (WCG) 2008 in Cologne. Attempting to fully analyze the event, Wimmer ap-
proaches the case through several contexts, and their impact on one another. To ob-
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serve how the WCG was conducted, he applies the context of production. He then shifts
his focus to the context of representation when analyzing how the event (and the con-
nected game cultures) were characterized in media and public discourse. Finally, he
moves to the context of appropriation in studying how the WCG participants embraced
the event.

The influence contexts have on each other can be observed in Wimmer’s (2012) case,
through several occurrences. For example: the staging of the event by the organizers
changes its representation in media, and vice versa. When public relations profession-
als emphasize sportsmanship and the specialized nature of the event, the concept of
the event communicated in public discourse is one of professional sportsmanship. Fur-
thermore, both these contexts have an impact on how participants appropriate, or em-
brace, the event. Due to the way in which contexts can impose changes on each other,
such as that resulting from the connection between (re)presentation and appropriation,
Wimmer (2012) finds that digital games are the ideal communicational indicator and
supporter of metaprocesses such as commercialization, globalization and mediatization.

Table 2: Manifestations of contextual phenomena and practices on the micro/meso/macro level
(adapted from EImezeny and Wimmer, 2018, p. 85)

Production Regulation Identification Appropriation Representation
Micro  User- Individual/Self- Personal identity Individual habits  In specific games or
generated regulation or rituals game-related publi-
content cations
Meso  Cooperative  Subculture Community or Community In specific communi-
Development  rules clan identity habits or rituals  ties or channels
Macro Industry Pro-  Industry Overall cultural Cultural features  In mass media and
duction standards identity public discourse

Similar to game cultures, contextual practices can also manifest on the micro, meso or
macro levels (see Table 2). Within each context, certain practices can deal with individ-
uals, communities/collectives, or the overall industry and culture. In certain contexts, the
micro, meso and macro levels might each be applied in a way that is similar to other
social sciences, whereby the micro level deals with individuals, the meso with groups or
collections of individuals, and the macro with community/society as a whole (Quandt &
Scheufele, 2011). However, certain contexts, such as representation, deal with aspects
that do not necessarily concern the individual, and within this context, the mi-
cro/meso/macro levels take on different abstractions, as is customary in media and
communication sciences (ibid). The examples provided in Table 2 only showcase a ty-
pology of possible manifestations within these levels, meaning that they could appear
as completely different practices were they in a different overall setting. For example,
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the context of representation could address how an individual discusses a certain game
on the micro level, as well as how this game is discussed in the games industry on the
meso level, and in overall public discourse on the macro level.

The following sections discuss each context in detail, noting previous research that
deals with these processes and how they relate to each other.

2.4.1. (re)production

The context of (re)production deals with the structures, means and methods of creating
games and play. This context is not limited to the gaming industry or game production
and development, but also deals with user-generated content, ranging from fan-art and
fanfiction, to fan-modified or developed games. When discussing unethical game de-
sign, Zagal, Bjork and Lewis (2013) build on arguments made by Juul (2012) and note
that certain elements in game design can become unethical when they do not match the
particular play style of individuals. This connection showcases the importance of the
(re)production context on the context of appropriation, or how the game is utilized and
embedded in daily life. It also shows that different methods of use can alter the per-
ceived approach to game production. Such relationships are a great example of the im-
portance of this context on others; not only can the production of games influence the
way we appropriate them, but it can also have an impact on how individuals identify with
them, how they are represented in public discourse, and, of course, how they are regu-
lated. It is important to note, however, that this relationship is not one-directional and
that other contexts can also influence the (re)production of games.

Most research within the context of (re)production deals with the publishing and devel-
opment of games. For years, scholars and professionals have been discussing and dis-
secting the process of game design (Costikyan, 1994). Attempting to systemize the pro-
cess of game production, Church (1999) argued for a set of formal theoretical design
tools, while Hunicke, LeBlanc and Zubeck (2004) presented a framework for under-
standing games, bridging the gap between game design, development, game criticism
and technical research of games. Continuing in the same vein and based on an analysis
of several unique games, Zagal, Mateas, Fernandez-Vara, Hochhalter & Lichti (2005)
created a system encompassing a hierarchy of concepts used for the description, study
and analysis of games. Motivated by his previous work in architectural design,
Kreimeier (2002) suggested the use of game design patterns as a method for formaliz-
ing knowledge about game design. Bjork and Holopainen (2005) expanded this con-
cept by developing a sizable collection of almost 300 gameplay patterns. These game
design patterns have been applied to several niche areas, such as the design of non-
player characters (Lankoski, 2011) and level design (Hullett & Whitehead, 2010; Milam
& El-Nasr, 2010). Furthermore, Bjork (2010) proposes the use of certain game patterns
in the making of good games. He ranks these patterns based on their support for specif-
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ic player virtues, such as a sense of achievement, explorative curiosity, social nature,
balanced aggression, care for game balance and sportsmanship. He ultimately finds
this system advantageous because a “good game is one that encourages people to be
good players,” (Bjork, 2010, p. 3). So, what does this say about F2P games?

2.4.1.1. Dark Patterns in Game Design

Why is the study of game design patterns so important? Flanagan, Belman,
Nissenbaum and Diamond (2007) argue that through the process of design, values and
beliefs are ingrained in games. Zagal et al. (2013) find that if games can influence val-
ues and ideas in such a way, then it only makes sense that game design patterns as
“abstractions of common design elements in games — can also convey and represent
values,” (p. 2). Based on this argument, Zagal et al. (2013) coin the term “dark game
design patterns,” or game design patterns “that a designer should not use simply be-
cause it [is] wrong,” (p. 2). These dark design patterns are quite commonly used in free-
to-play games and can be deemed unethical because they encourage destructive play
styles or player values. After various theoretical considerations, Zagal et al. provide this
formal definition:

A dark game design pattern is a pattern used intentionally by a game creator to
cause negative experiences for players which are against their best interests and
likely to happen without their consent (Zagal et al. 2013, p. 7).

Zagal and his colleagues (2013) divide these patterns into three main categories: tem-
poral, monetary and social-capital dark patterns. Temporal patterns have to do with the
use of time, and unethical implementation: “the player is being ‘cheated’ out of their
time,” (ibid, p. 3). Temporal patterns include grinding or performing repetitive and mind-
numbing duties in order to progress in the game, and playing by appointment, where
games require the person to play at specific times, determined by the game instead of
the player. There are several examples of this, such as F2P farming games (Farmville,
Township) that specify a time for crops to be harvested, and while this pattern is not
necessarily negative, the added mechanic of crops losing their value if not collected at
the right time adds a certain pressure. The end result is that players have to “orient their
real- world activities to meet the obligations of the game, rather than the other way
around,” (Zagal et al., 2013, p. 4).

Monetary dark patterns are ones based on spending money, and are quite common in
F2P games. They are all examples of “players being deceived into spending more mon-
ey than they expected or anticipated,” (ibid, p. 4). These dark patterns include: pay-to-
skip, pre-delivered content and monetized rivalries. Pay-to-skip is quite a common fea-
ture in several F2P games. This pattern entails allowing the player to pay more money
in order to progress in the game more easily or at a faster rate. While not outwardly
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negative, this feature allows players to pay and pass a level in which they are stuck.
However, “a particularly aggressive version of this pattern occurs when the player’s abil-
ity to play effectively is steadily reduced until payment is required to progress in any
meaningful manner,” (ibid, p. 4). Zagal et al. (2013) note that this pattern often appears
along with grinding, allowing players to skip that process by paying. Pre-delivered con-
tent is the pattern whereby the content or functionality for the game exists in the main
source-code on the disc or cartridge, but is unavailable until the player pays an addi-
tional fee (ibid). The final pattern in this category is monetized rivalries, which exploit the
competitiveness between players, encouraging them to spend money they might not
want to spend just to achieve in-game status, such as placement on the leaderboards.
Among gamers, and in general game culture, this pattern is colloquially known as “pay
to win” (ibid. p. 5). This is one of the most dangerous dark patterns because “in order to
remain competitive, it is necessary to pay constantly,” (ibid. p. 5). This is especially true
since several F2P games reward players with in-game bonuses for reaching the top
ranks. Additionally, this pattern negates any sort of level-playing field, when players are
able to purchase enhancements that provide a competitive edge over their opponents.

Social capital dark patterns are ones that require players to risk their social capital or
the value of their social status and relationships. These patterns include social pyramid
schemes and impersonations. Social pyramid schemes are dark patterns that are
founded on illegal pyramid scheme business models. They usually manifest in games
when they “encourage players to invite their friends to participate,” (ibid. p. 5) granting
the players rewards that are sometimes required for game progression. Zagal et al.
(2013) note that the darkness of this pattern comes from “the entrapment that other
players experience — they feel socially obliged to play, and must start to invite more
people to join the game...trapped in the pyramid they must continue to make it grow,”
(p. 5). Finally, impersonation is when social network games allow their players to see
digital representations of their friends in their own game. The problem with this pattern
arises when “the game impersonates other players by communicating actions they nev-
er performed, thus misleading the player about the activities of their friends in the
game,” (Zagal et al., 2013, p. 6). The negative consequence of this pattern is its ability
to warp the real-life social relationships of those playing the game.

Zagal et al. (2013) also note some gray areas where digital dark patterns might appear,
primarily in the realms of encouraging anti-social behavior and using psychological
tricks. Anti-social behavior usually manifests in games whose mechanics encourage
players to take some form of unethical action against each other, such as lying, schem-
ing and betrayal. This is seen as a gray area, because committing such actions in—
game does not “seem enough to encourage external negative effects,” (ibid, p. 6). Psy-
chological tricks, on the other hand, indicate shenanigans designed by game creators to
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ensure players spend more time and money, such as the artificial scarcity of virtual ob-
jects or in-game currency offers (Madigan, 2012).

Hamari and Lehdonvirta (2010) also provide an overview of design patterns which con-
tribute to the purchase of virtual items. Taking a marketing perspective, they do not at-
tempt to label these patterns as positive or negative; they merely present them in mar-
keting terms. One group of patterns they found was exclusively related to segmentation
and differentiation mechanics, such as stratified content, status restricted items, multi-
dimensional gameplay and avatar types. Hamardi and Lehdonvirta (2010) find that the-
se design patterns aim to create or enforce division, which generates incentive for re-
peated purchases. They also note other design patterns such as item degradation, in-
ventory mechanics and artificial scarcity, which would fall under Zagal et al.’s (2013)
psychological tricks category, also aimed at incentivizing virtual goods purchase.

2.4.1.2. Commodification in Free-to-Play and Other Monetization Strategies

Most free-to-play games have received negative attention because of their implementa-
tion of the aforementioned dark patterns. Academics studying various free-to-play
games have noted these dark patterns and their influence on the commodification of
both games and their cultures. One such study was conducted by Evans, looking at
three different free-to-play games and their use of branding and gameplay design to
monetize impatience. Evans finds that,

Whilst initially available for free, two key economic strategies emerge in these
games that twin gameplay and game design with commercial sensibilities. The first
is based around the exploitation or development of brands; the second is concerned
with a subsection of the attention economy ... in the form of monetizing player impa-
tience, (Evans, 2015, p. 565).

Hence, she notes that free-to-play games serve as an excellent medium for examining
the link between game design and commercial strategies. This is especially true since
“all freemium games employ similar commercial strategies and demonstrate the same
relationship between money, time and attention,” (ibid, p. 566).

Through her comparative analysis of three games, Evans (2015) finds that there are
comparable characteristics between games which promote aggressive spending, includ-
ing never-ending gaming worlds, short and frequent playing times, sociability and, of
course, in-game currency. The never-ending nature of these virtual words presents a
problem in spending because, “they have no clear end point and can potentially run,
and be played, indefinitely,” (Evans, 2015, p. 569). Short frequent play times are char-
acteristic of mobile games, which capitalize on dead time (Hjorth & Richardson, 2011;
Moore, 2011) and encourage players to utilize them frequently but for short times, really
exploiting individual impatience. Sociability falls in line with the social capital dark pat-
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terns mentioned earlier, promoting competitiveness between players (Consalvo, 2011)
as well as requiring social contacts to earn in-game rewards or assets. Finally, in-game
currency is the most obvious characteristic to influence spending. Conducting an analy-
sis of the free-to-play game Candy Crush and using a political economic framework,
Nieborg (2015) notes the various ways in which these games commodify seemingly
harmless habits and activities. In addition to in-game purchases and advertising,
Nieborg (2015), in a similar way to Evans (2015), stresses the commodification of rela-
tionships and the exploitation of player impatience.

As well as indirect forms of monetization, compared to traditional multiplayer games not
applying the freemium business model, where players can sell and trade goods with
each other, F2P games are essentially monopolies, since “the game developers serve
as the only provider of virtual assets so are in a position to set prices and control trade,”
(Evans, 2015, p. 570). The resulting virtual economy, which simulates some features of
a real-world economy (Lehdonvirta, 2009), is completely at the mercy of the developers.
Allowing them to not only charge (in real money) what they want for virtual assets, but
also to create the need for them through implementing certain mechanics.

2.4.1.3. Why Studying Free-to-Play Game Production is Important

Today, an increasing amount of game and app development is being driven by data.
Nieborg (2015) finds that “more so than product-driven game developers, studios de-
veloping free-to- play games seem to have fully internalized a ‘lean’ approach to busi-
ness and software development...incorporating data-driven approaches to development
and marketing,” (pp. 5-6). In their report on F2P games, Paavilainen et al. (2016) echo
this notion, stating that while metric-based development is becoming the dominant ide-
ology, it still has a long way to go: “there is still room for improvement in the way metrics
are used — and which metrics are utilized,” (p. 57). While being data-driven is not nec-
essarily a negative thing, sacrificing ethics for profit arguably is. This, however, does
seem to be the case with several F2P games, which raises various moral issues about
their development (Paavilainen et al., 2016) and maintenance.

In addition to ethical concerns, F2P games sometimes have severe playability prob-
lems. These can be categorized based on how they impact game usability, and could
include: navigation, help, visual clarity, Ul layout, camera view and feedback
(Paavilainen et al., 2016). Playability problems are common in all types of games, free-
to-play or not, and minor ones can usually be ignored if the overall experience is pleas-
urable (Brown & Cairns, 2004). However, in free-to-play social games, these problems
are often an intentional part of the design, intended to promote in-app purchasing and
viral activity (ibid). Moreover, developers in F2P games have the ability to adjust game
mechanics to continuously find new ways of monetizing the gameplay experience
(Hamari & Lehdonvrita, 2010). Free-to-play game professionals find that while large

Dieses Werk steht Open Access zur Verfiigung und unterliegt damit der Lizenz CC-BY 4.0



42 The Cultures of Free-to-Play

spending in games might not be problematic, developing games to capitalize on peo-
ple’s addictive tendencies might be (Alha et al., 2014). Game development for free-to-
play is more difficult than traditional payment models because developers have to pro-
vide the right amount of content without appearing too aggressive in their business
models and monetization. Jordan et al. (2016) comment on F2P game development,
stating that it is “a dangerous balancing act for the game developer in the middle of
meeting business goals, maintaining a healthy gaming community and considering eth-
ics while trying to avoid alienating [sic] their own player base,” (p. 2).

2.4.2. Regulation

Due to several ethical production issues mentioned, exploring the regulation of free-to-
play games is vital. Surveying various literature, Wimmer and Sitnikova (2011) state that
the laws and regulations governing the gaming industry typically deal with two compo-
nents: firstly, with the publishers’ control of the co-creative process (where user modifi-
cation is involved) and ‘informal’ labor contracts (Kiicklich, 2005; Nieborg & van der
Graaf, 2008), and secondly, with the formal contracts used by professionals within the
industry (Deuze, Martin & Allen, 2007). This statement, however, primarily applies to
games that employ traditional business models. For free-to-play games, there are sev-
eral other stakeholders and participants involved in the regulation of both production
and play. Discussing free-to-play games specifically, Nieborg finds that the platforms
that provide access to mobile games and apps also have a fundamental role in their
regulation:

Companies such as Google, Apple, Facebook, and Amazon operate as platform
holders, who set the platform’s technological standards and governance model, and
mediate between, on the one hand, ‘buyers’ (e.g. players), and on the other hand,
suppliers (e.g. King) or ‘complementors’ (Nieborg, 2015, p. 2).

While there are many players involved in the production and publication of F2P games,
Kinnunen (2014) finds that, as opposed to online gambling operators, free-to-play game
publishers and developers do not want any regulation of their products from the outside.
This presents several difficulties, since it allows them to produce content which pro-
motes ethically questionable gameplay and spending.

Discussing virtual game worlds in general, Woodford (2013) reviews various methods of
regulation, comparing them to practices followed and enforced by online gambling op-
erators. Woodford (2013) finds that there are several issues within online worlds that
require some form of regulation, including: “ownership and value of property held within
online environments, intellectual property, boundaries of acceptable play, and automa-
tion (or botting) to optimally collect resources,” (ibid, p. 1). He goes on to discuss vari-
ous forms of regulation mentioned in academic literature and the gaming industry, pri-
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marily industry self-governance, top-down regulation and evolving models of platform
(or game-specific) self-governance. However, he states that none of these solutions are
satisfactory, as they have been criticized from both sides, either hindering designer
freedom or players’ ability to bring about changes. Through the case studies that Wood-
ford (2013) presents, he notes the “presence of a regulatory gap between company rep-
resentatives and the legal system,” (p. 2). There is an imperative need for the regula-
tion of online game worlds (Reynolds & de Zwart, 2011), whether free-to-play or not,
and Woodford (2013) suggests that games should follow examples set by the online
gambling industry to resolve the various regulatory problems they currently face.

2.4.21 Methods of Online World Regulation

The first and most obvious method of regulation for games (both F2P and traditional)
would be the application of top-down standards and industry regulations. While these
methods would be the easiest to implement and standardize, they still present several
risks. Woodford (2013) states that introducing these as regulatory norms before a rela-
tionship between gamers and platform providers (game developers) has been normal-
ized would hinder the design freedom available to developers (ibid). Should this task
also be left up to governments or associated parties not familiar with online worlds,
there is a risk that they could be influenced by a moral panic that can sometimes sur-
round the gaming industry, actually resulting in faulty regulatory decisions and stand-
ards. It is therefore of the utmost importance that any regulating parties have sufficient
knowledge of the industry and the gaming culture or environment (ibid).

Those who call for top-down regulation often suggest that it be judicial (through the for-
mation of new laws to deal with disputes in game worlds) or quasi-judicial, by creating
an organization to act like an ombudsman for the industry, such as the FCC in the US or
OFCOM in the UK (ibid). While these methods could be advantageous, they would only
be appropriate for implementation in any one country at a time, which would present a
problem, given the global nature of most online game worlds. Woodford (2013) instead
suggests engaging a quasi-judicial authority which would operate in one country but
accept complaints from all over the world, citing an example from the gambling industry:
The Independent Betting Adjudication Service (IBAS).

The other solution to regulatory hurdles would be industry or game-specific self-
governance. An analysis of these self-governance methods is beneficial as it can lead
to better rules being implemented in future games (ibid). According to Woodford (2013),
this type of regulation is the best suited for online game worlds, following the example of
the gambling industry. He finds that it is the best approach to avoid ‘developer fiat’, or a
situation where the game developers’ word is final, overriding any rights that the player
might have: “Designers often contend that rather than any outside service, participants
should utilize existing channels (game-masters, customer service departments) and that
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the designers’ decision should be final,” (ibid, p. 5). The types of self-governance noted
by Woodford (2013) are varied, and range from tools which oversee the entire gaming
industry (eCommerce and Online Gaming Regulation and Assurance, for example) to
specific environments, such as an Online Dispute Arbitration Board. He notes one suc-
cessful case that took place within the EVE Online community: the establishment of its
Council of Stellar Management. The council, which is made up of devoted players,
holds regular online meetings about the game, in addition to being invited multiple times
a year to the company headquarters in Reykjavik, Iceland, at the expense of the devel-
oper (ibid). As well as resolving disputes, this council offers its opinions on the future
development of the game and the platform. The problem with this sort of regulation,
Woodford (2013) notes, is that “this approach may be insufficient to resolve high-stake
disputes that arise between platforms and participants, and the options available to par-
ticipants should they be unhappy with the result of these existing processes are ex-
tremely limited,” (p. 5).

The final suggested method for online regulation, which Woodford (2013) borrows from
the gambling industry, is the implementation of an objective third party to oversee and
manage disputes. Woodford states:

The successful form of mediation — Sportsbook Review — emerged as a purport-
edly neutral third party; one that eventually was recommended to players by the
hosts of the forums discussed above, and became the de-facto ranking of
Sportsbooks, with information shared across the community forums. Essentially,
Sportsbook Review became an arbitrator of disputes as a result of Sportsbooks fear
of negative information being distributed across the community; they governed by
the power of coercion (Woodford, 2013, p. 6).

As he suggests, this form of regulation is the one best suited to online games, since
they share several similarities with the offshore gambling industry. Firstly, most compa-
nies often have carte blanche to work as they please (ibid). Secondly, there is an ob-
servable gap between customer service departments and judicial courts, which could
hinder the rights of players. This can be observed in the terms of service of most online
environments (gambling and games), which state that, should a person be unhappy with
the services they receive, they have to take action within a specific jurisdiction (where
the company is based). Furthermore, in a similar way to gaming, the gambling industry
has also settled disputes which aim to “differentiate between advantage play (optimizing
play within the rules) and cheating (breaching the rules),” (ibid, p. 8). Due to these simi-
larities, the successful method of regulating offshore online gambling can provide a
possible solution to the regulation of online virtual worlds, and especially F2P ones,
where real-currency exchange is routine.
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2.4.2.2. The Role of Communication in Regulation

Regardless of the method of regulation enforced, communication always plays a signifi-
cant role in the process. In all forms of self-governance, whether employed by the de-
veloper, a third party, or the players themselves, mediation is key. This is particularly
observable through the part that community managers play in the process. When used
correctly, community managers can “provide a form of informal dispute resolution be-
tween the players and those with the power to impact on the design,” (Woodford, 2013,
p. 5). Moreover, community managers can assist in providing some form of “compensa-
tion or resolution” (ibid, p. 5) to player issues. In certain game companies, this role is
also extended to the customer service department, to a degree. While they might not be
able to have direct contact with developers, customer service professionals are also in
the same “unique position of hearing these problems from players,” (ibid, p. 5). Depend-
ing on the company environment and game, customer service representatives can also
provide compensation to players as they see fit. With these two key game profession-
als, we can observe the importance of direct channels of communication concerning in-
game regulation and conflict resolution.

Another example of the power of communication in helping or hindering regulation
comes from Woodfords (2013), who cites a case observed in the offshore gambling in-
dustry. He finds that the conciliation that occurs in this industry is often based on the
efforts of certain mediators (ibid). Woodford states that these mediators “operate
through the power of public perception,” (ibid, p. 2) which allows them to be seen as
unbiased and reasonable by the players, while still having enough “coercive power” to
bring harm to the companies through “publicizing wrongdoing,” (ibid., p. 2). Here it is
worth observing that not only do ordinary individuals have the ability to influence the
regulation process through communication, but also that there are entities that can set-
tle disputes or stir up problems purely through the medium of public communication.
These instances stress the overlap of the regulation context with others, especially rep-
resentation.

2.4.3. Appropriation

When examining the context of videogame media appropriation, the main task is to
consider how this medium becomes embedded in daily life. Wimmer (2012) gives the
example of game-specific rules and rituals, such as the formation of clans. However, in
addition to these rules and rituals, this context also impacts how people utilize video-
games on a daily basis, looking at other habits formed, and the values given to (and
shaped by) this activity. De Certeau (1984), discussing media audiences, notes that “all
audiences are active and creative, in that it is they who bring cultural objects alive in
their imagination and give these specific individual meanings, by locating them in every-
day lives,” (as cited in Crawford & Rutter, 2006, p. 161). Now that games have become
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extremely popular, the ways in which people play and utilize them has become excep-
tionally varied (Hamari et al., 2015). Still, regardless of their varied use, digital games
mostly provide serious commitments to and involvement in game environments, some-
thing which Wimmer and Nickol (2013) find helps to create “a stronger bond than other
forms of media consumption” (p. 237). Furthermore, the playing of digital games goes
further than a human-computer interaction; within certain games, the act of play can be
seen “as social communication media in everyday life,” (ibid, p. 238) where people have
the chance to interact and mingle with likeminded individuals. Certain online games
have various communicational features, such as mailboxes and chatrooms, which con-
tributes to these games adopting “a social function in the users’ everyday lives,” (ibid. p.
243). Additionally, observing the context of appropriation is valuable in seeing the spillo-
ver effect between the real and virtual worlds, which denotes “a shift of virtual communi-
ties into the real-world environment, in the form of group meetings,” (ibid, p. 239).
Wimmer and Nickol (2013) find that this shift could possibly also happen in reverse, with
the real world influencing the game world, because “people have a tendency of replicat-
ing things online that previously aroused their interest in the real world,” (p. 239).

2.4.3.1. Living Everyday with Games

Attempting to understand the appropriation of Hattrick (a sports management browser
game) and the meaning it provides to its players in everyday life, Wimmer and Nickol
(2013) conduct in-depth interviews with several participants, focusing particularly on
various phenomena tied to the appropriation context. The following categories, which
were used for their interviews, span a number of practices fitting within this context; a
number of them have been adopted in this research as sub-categories to be coded un-
der the appropriation context (see Table 3).

Furthermore, Wimmer and Nickol (2013) found various other appropriation practices
likely to appear in the game selected for this research, which happens to be browser-
based like Hattrick (Hattrick Limited, 1997). These include practices like “account-
sitting,” (ibid, p. 244), where gamers let their fellows handle their gameplay when they
cannot. Being constantly online, or even mentally and emotionally logging on, are all
situations one might expect to encounter in the browser game. Finally, Wimmer and
Nickol (2013) noted that the game infiltrates various life-spheres (home, workplace, va-
cation, etc.), and is constantly on the minds of its players. Adjustment strategies are
therefore quite common, and this is presumably the case for the game observed in this
ethnography, as well as other F2P games.
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Table 3: Appropriation context categories (adapted from Wimmer and Nickol, 2013, p. 241).

Codes

Social Relationships

Integration into Daily
Life

Thoughts and Emotions

Commitments and Obli-
gations

Self-Assessment

Spill-In (relates to identi-
ty context as well)

Real Investments

Turning Points

Definition

Describes the integrative role of
the game in social relationships

Records how and in which way
the game is used: who logs into
the game, when and where? In
this context, areas of everyday
life outside of the reach of the
game are considered taboo
zones

Describes the game’s presence
in everyday life in the form of
game-related thoughts and emo-
tions

Comprises additional activities
within or outside the game world
that have no relation to mere
game play and are justified by
commitment or an obligation

Deals with the participant’s self-
assessment regarding their
gaming behavior

Describes how strongly the indi-
vidual traits of participants influ-
ence their gaming behavior

Observe if the investment of real
resources can reflect the mean-
ing of the game in the user’s
everyday life (e.g. time, work,
money)

Deals with situations in which
either the participant’s living
environment or the gaming envi-
ronment changed and in turn
induced changes in their gaming
behavior.

Example Practices/Phenomena

to Be Coded
Play as Social Interaction
Social Rules
Game as social tool with oth-
ers

Play as a non-stressful hobby
Multitasking play

Play as pressure
Stress regarding payment

Budgeting of time
Budgeting of real money

Financial investment in game
Time investment in game

Motivations for play
Real world actions transferring
into game (e.g. bullying)

Spending and play experience

Spending as play
Value derived from play

Open coding

Dieses Werk steht Open Access zur Verfiigung und unterliegt damit der Lizenz CC-BY 4.0



48 The Cultures of Free-to-Play

2.4.3.2. Social Play is Best Play?

Given the number of tools and the amount of time spent communicating in digital
games, it is no surprise that socializing is an essential part of (if not at the absolute core
of) gameplay. The clearest example of social play in multiplayer games occurs when
individuals form groups or clans to accomplish their goals. Ducheneaut et al. (2007) find
that most online player games require that players band together in a collaborative effort
to accomplish their goals. These enduring formal groupings are described as guilds,
and they are “essential elements in the social life of online gaming communities,” (ibid,
p. 1). According to Ducheneaut et al. (2007), guilds have the ability to frame the gamer’s
experience by “providing a stable social backdrop to many game activities, and their
members tend to group with others more often and play longer than non-affiliated play-
ers,” (p. 1). The social dynamics of almost every guild are unique in some way, and they
come in various shapes and sizes: “Some are small groups with pre-existing ties in the
physical world and no interest in complex collaborative activities. Others are very large,
made up mostly of strangers governed by a command-and-control structure reminiscent
of the military,” (ibid, p. 1). Unfortunately, Ducheneaut, Yee, Nickell & Moore (2006) also
find that guilds are unstable social groups, and many do not last long.

Still, regardless of their formation, guilds are proof that socialization is a key process in
online gameplay. Even when not accomplishing specific goals, gameplay in a world full
of other individuals is more enticing than an empty one full of non-player characters.
This phenomenon is known as a sense of social presence (Ducheneaut et al., 2006).
The researchers expand on this phenomenon when they discuss public chat channels
in World of Warcraft (WoW), where players are able to jump into the conversation
whenever they see fit, and not only when playing with a certain group: “Playing WoW
can be like reading a book in a densely populated café — while one may not necessari-
ly choose to interact with the other patrons, the sense of being in a public social space
is attractive enough for people to conduct individual activities there,” (ibid, p. 8). This is
something typical of traditional (and virtual) third places (Oldenburg, 1999). Social play
and guilds are such an essential part of online worlds that the obligations that come with
them can contribute to gameplay addiction (Ducheneaut et al., 2006). Moreover, the
longevity of guilds can be detrimental to the longevity of the game and the online world
itself (ibid).

Steinkuhler and Williams (2006) also stress the social and participatory importance of
games by applying Oldenburg’s (1999) third places typology to Massive Multiplayer
Online Games (MMOs). Third places, or spaces where individuals can informally gather
and socialize outside of work and home, have specific characteristics (see Table 4). In
their analysis, they compare the properties of MMOs to these characteristics and find
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that MMOs, or games providing similar experiences, can be considered third places,
where individuals are able to build their social capital (Steinkihler & Williams, 2006).

Table 4: Oldenburg’s eight characteristic of ‘third places.” Reprinted from Steinkiihler and Wil-
liams (2006, pp. 890-891)

Characteristic Definition

Neutral Ground Third places are neutral grounds where individuals are
free to come and go as they please, with little obligation
or entanglements with other participants.

Leveler Third places are spaces in which an individual’'s rank and
status in the workplace or society at large are of no im-
port. Acceptance and participation [are] not contingent on
any prerequisites, requirements, roles, duties, or proof of
membership.

Conversation is Main Activity In third places, conversation is a main focus of activity, in

which playfulness and wit are collectively valued.

Accessibility and Accommo- Third places must be easy to access and are accommo-
dation dating to those who frequent them.
The Regulars Third places include a cadre of regulars who attract new-

comers and give the space its characteristic mood.

A Low Profile Third places are characteristically homely and without
pretension.
The Mood is Playful The general mood in third places is playful and marked by

frivolity, verbal word play, and wit.

A Home Away from Home Third places are home-like in terms of Seamon’s (1979)
five defining traits: rootedness, feelings of possession,
spiritual regeneration, feelings of being at ease, and

warmth.

Social capital is a common concept that repeatedly appears in the study of games.
Simply put, social capital can be described as “a function of resources embedded in ties
to others...which can be leveraged for individual benefit or collective good,” (Molyneux,
Vasudevan & Zuniga, 2015, p. 382). Putnam (2000) expands on the concept by intro-
ducing the notions of bridging and bonding social capital. Bridging social capital is con-
sidered inclusive, and functions like a social lubricant, such as when individuals with
varied backgrounds make connections on social networks. This type of social capital
provides little emotional support, but exposes people to different views and perspec-
tives, widening their horizons (Steinklhler & Williams, 2006). Bonding social capital, on
the other hand, is more exclusive and occurs when closely bound individuals (family,
close friends) provide a network of emotional support, “functioning not as lubricant, but
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more of a kind of social superglue,” (ibid. p. 901). In their analysis, Steinkiihler and Wil-
liams (2006) find that social capital built in these virtual worlds functions more as a
bridging tool than a bonding one, although some bonding relationships do occur (ibid).
In their study of how multiplayer gaming influences offline social and civic behavior,
Molyneux et al. (2015) introduce the concept of gaming social capital, or the sense of
belonging to a game community and participating in it. Their research highlights the
prosocial benefits of participating in traditional, pay-to-play game communities and cul-
tures, finding that gaming social capital can have a spillover effect, which develops into
broader offline social capital (ibid).

Looking at more casual social games, Chen and his colleagues (2016) indicate various
social factors important in the perceived enjoyment of a game. They conducted a quan-
titative analysis using data from 169 social game players and found that “Social identifi-
cation, social interaction, and diversion significantly influence perceived enjoyment,” and
that “perceived enjoyment significantly influences the intention to play, which in turn sig-
nificantly influences the actual behavior,” (Chen et al., 2016, p. 99). They find that social
interaction is both a social and gaming factor, making this interaction one of the most
important factors in an optimal digital gaming experience (ibid). Another interesting in-
sight they provide is that the number of users within a virtual game world can help or
hinder the success of the game, with games that have more users being more appeal-
ing to new players: “The more users in a social game, the more user-generated experi-
ences it is likely to attract, and thus the more users will play it,” (ibid, p. 113). They dub
this phenomenon critical mass, and it refers to both the role of intention to play and
gameplay behavior (ibid). This critical mass highlights the decision taken by developers
to use the F2P model, hoping that free access will populate their online virtual worlds,
attracting more players.

2.4.3.3. Consumption in Play

In several games today, virtual assets are quite common. Guo and Barnes define virtual
assets as:

intangible valuables that exist solely in the computer systems known as virtual
worlds—elements that may have a significant role in improving the overall compe-
tence or appearance of the characters owned by a player, such as items (e.g.,
weapons or clothing), or virtual currencies, (Guo & Barnes, 2007, p. 69).

Players are able to buy these items within the game, either to assist them in gameplay,
or to serve a decorative function. In games with traditional payment models, these items
are usually sold as additional or DLC content for real money, having only a minor impact
on gameplay. Within most F2P games, however, virtual assets are essential to the
gameplay experience and their impact can be transformative. According to Paavilainen
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et al. (2016), certain factors are positively associated with the purchase of virtual goods,
including gender, employment, play frequency and time. They also find that the more
platforms an individual uses, the more likely he or she is to spend on virtual goods.
However, factors such as age, education and family size played no role in purchasing
behavior (ibid). A study conducted by YouGov. (2018) of German F2P players also
highlighted some interesting purchasing patterns that contrast with Paavilainen et al.
(2016). For example, younger players are more likely to spend than older ones, men
more than women, and naturally, those with higher incomes were more likely to spend
money on in-game benefits (“YouGov: Pay-to-win ist eine Frage von Einkommen und
politischer Haltung”, 2018). However, surprisingly, political affiliation and the location of
players also seemed to influence purchasing patterns. Only 8% of West Germans had
purchased benefits several times, while 17% of East Germans did. As for political affilia-
tions, it seemed that AFD supporters were the most likely to spend (16%), followed by
Green party supporters (15%), Left supporters (13%) and finally the FDP with 11%
(ibid).

As mentioned earlier, within most F2P games there are two types of distinct virtual ob-
jects: decorative and functional. Functional virtual objects have a significant use value
and can assist the player by providing either essential resources or tools. Decorative
items, on the other hand, have no use value, but instead offer symbolic value for their
players (Lehdonvirta, 2009). Virtual items sometimes have ties to real-world culture
(Lehdonvirta, 2009), mimicking holidays and other festivities. Expanding on these two
functions, in an attempt to discern what value virtual objects can provide, Lehdonvirta
(2009), building on Oh and Ryu (2007), suggests a three-pronged approach. He states
that these digital goods have three possible attributes: functional, social or hedonic
(Lehdonvirta, 2009). Functional attributes are pretty self-explanatory: the items that
have these attributes provide advantages and new functionalities that, “no doubt have a
strong influence on users’ purchase decisions,” (ibid, p. 106). Hedonic attributes, on the
other hand, signify virtual goods that provide primarily aesthetic satisfaction within the
game: “If the aesthetic aspects of virtual goods are sufficiently compelling, users may
derive hedonistic pleasure from experiencing them,” (ibid, p. 106). Finally, social attrib-
utes denote when a virtual object provides social value, as something coveted within the
community or a status marker (ibid). Lehdonvirta (2009) states that designers usually
increase the social value of items by manufacturing “rarity,” making certain items col-
lectible and only available for a limited time (p. 108).

With the purchase of digital objects becoming quite common, some academics
(Paavilanien et al., 2016) have found that gamers considered “virtual goods as vices,
monitored purchasing behavior to avoid addiction, and disliked that virtual goods pro-
vide unfair advantages,” (Jordan et al., 2016, p. 3). Other players feel that the use of
virtual objects is outright cheating (Bartle, 2004; Burke, 2002; Taylor, 2002) because
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buying functional items gives an unbalanced competitive advantage. In doing so, the
purchase of certain items can be seen as disrupting the achievement hierarchy within
online multiplayer games (Bartle, 2004; Burke, 2002). The greatest criticism to virtual
consumption in game worlds, however, is the assumption that it can break the magic
circle, where “real-life economic structures and hierarchies may leak into the virtual
world, making it impossible for players to enjoy a truly parallel life online,” (Lehdonvirta,
2005, p. 2).

In order to discover what influences the decision to purchase virtual assets, Guo and
Barnes (2007) propose a research framework based on previous models that attempts
to explain online purchasing behavior. They collect factors from models such as the
theory of planned behavior (Ajzen, 1991), the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein and
Ajzen, 1975), trust theory (McKnight, Cummings & Chervany, 2002), and the unified
theory of acceptance and use of technology (Venkatesh, Morris, Davis & Davis, 2003),
to provide a psychometric approach to purchasing behavior. Their proposed framework
provides a starting point where analytical research into the purchasing decisions of vir-
tual assets can begin. They propose notions such as previous spending or trust being
indicative of future spending (Guo & Barnes, 2007). However, Lehdonvirta (2009) finds
their approach provides “a rather mechanistic view of user motivations, which further-
more makes assumptions regarding the mechanics of the underlying service,” (p. 101)
restricting its application to only certain games.

Taking the game Habbo Hotel as an example, Lehdonvirta et al. (2009) argue that the
consumption of virtual goods in games follows the same line of logic as material con-
sumption. They find that, similar to material goods, which provide satisfaction based on
their ability to become class and status markers, virtual goods consumption reveals
“Self-expression, aesthetic considerations and even artistic aspirations,” (ibid, p. 1073).
Lehdonvirta et al. (2009) additionally note that virtual goods consumption in games
functions as a status marker by differentiating between “high status and low status, be-
tween membership and non-membership, and between one group and another,” (ibid.,
p. 1073). Going back to the communicative importance of games, Wimmer and Nickol
(2013) find that social function “seems to be a general incentive for games that provides
profit to the producers,” (p. 243). They note that, in Hattrick specifically, individuals were
willing to spend more money for additional social functions instead of actual game con-
tent (ibid).

2.4.3.4. Appropriating Free-to-Play

As is the case with traditional games, F2P games are appropriated into daily lives in a
variety of ways. This is in line with de Certeau’s (1984) concept of active audiences, in
which different appropriation of the same cultural artifacts can provide special meanings
for individuals. Paavilainen and his colleagues (2016) have conducted a research pro-
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ject dealing primarily with the diverse aspects of free-to-play games, highlighting various
unique appropriation practices. One such aspect is that, in addition to playing against
the regular mechanics of the game, players of F2P sometimes have an added “meta-
challenge” (ibid, p. 28) where they also attempt to play against the monetization me-
chanics in the game, in the hope of not having to make in-app purchases. Furthermore,
interviewing F2P game professionals, Alha et al. (2014) note that some participants
have likened the process of playing these games to other hobbies that require financial
investment: “Paying for playing might be cheaper than a night at a bar with friends,” (p.
7). This is because, compared to traditional games with a one-time payment, F2P
games provide a stream of continuous microtransactions, and hence, players might find
themselves spending constantly on one game, in a way that is similar to the way indi-
viduals pour resources into their real-life hobbies. Lehdonvirta (2009) also echoes this
notion, finding that virtual consumption can sometimes serve as a substitute for con-
sumption in the real world: “lack of trendy sneakers at school could be compensated
with virtual dragons,” (p. 1075).

Through an analysis of the free-to-play game KingsRoad, Jordan et al. (2016) discuss
various social and appropriation practices not present in traditional games, such as
“boycotting general gameplay and staging strikes with the aim of reverse-engineering
what it perceived as unfeasible developments,” (p. 2). Moreover, players of their game
staged virtual protests, signed petitions and held strikes to ask for compensation
measures for development mishaps (ibid). They also note how players escape the op-
pressive development structure and game community by congregating in ‘safe-zones’,
or separate virtual communities surrounding the game, but out of reach of the develop-
ers (such as on Facebook groups or pages). Finally, Jordan et al. (2016) note that play-
ers of KingsRoad even support each other, appropriating “cloud- and web-based appli-
cations to reverse-engineer parameters of the game,” and collaborating to “create mi-
cro-knowledge bases, such as wikis and spreadsheets,” (p. 3). This practice can also be
considered an overlap with the (re)production context.

One last appropriation practice worth noting, which might not be quite unique to free-to-
play games, is the idea of time or money as interchangeable resources. This concept is
present in many online games with traditional payment systems, which have illegal
ways of purchasing in-game currency for real money (Lee & Lin, 2005). Looking at vari-
ous forms of cheating, Consalvo describes how gamers feel about this process:

None of the players who | talked with admitted to using real money to buy in-game
currency, items, or accounts. That is probably due to the stigma that the practice still
carries for many players as well as its violation of most games’ terms of service
agreements, (Consalvo, 2007, p. 94).
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Within free-to-play games, however, the purchase of in-game currency is in a sense
institutionalized, and one can purchase whatever amount one pleases with no legal in-
game repercussions. While in game culture this is largely seen as “the antithesis of
gameplay,” (Evans, 2015, p. 574) with some free-to-play gamers even finding that the
practice is ruining the playing field (Lin & Sun, 2007), a vast number of F2P gamers
have no qualms about undertaking microtransactions (Paavilainen et al., 2016). One
possible explanation is that free-to-play mostly caters to a more casual audience, due to
its ease of access, the devices on which the games are played, and the connection to
social networks (Jordan et al., 2016).

Most casual gamers probably do not have the time or intention of pouring countless
hours into leveling their characters, and therefore, do not see a problem in spending
money to “acquire items or skill levels as soon as possible — sooner than normal
gameplay allows,” (Consalvo, 2007, p. 162). The problem with this, however, is that in
F2P games, design is sometimes implemented for exceptionally slow gameplay, in an
attempt to lure even the most patient of players (Evans, 2015). Still, while audiences are
active, have free will, and are able to appropriate F2P games as they see fit, according
to Kline, Dyver-Witherford and De Peuter (2003), it is important not to underestimate the
commercial structure of the games industry and “the audience’s primary role as eco-
nomic consumers” (Crawford & Rutter, 2006, p. 154). This cannot be stressed enough
for F2P games, with their various instances of mental trickery enacted through moneti-
zation techniques.

2.4.3.5. Blurring Lines Between Real and Game Worlds

With multiple ways of appropriation and behaviors transferred between the virtual and
real, the lines between these worlds starts to distort. One example of this the transfer
model, a term coined by Fritz (2006). In an attempt to explain videogame usage, Fritz
(2006) finds that a transfer process occurs between the cognitively separate virtual and
real worlds. This is a process whereby individuals transfer meaningful cognitive
schemes from the real world to the virtual one, or vice versa. These processes can take
place on different levels, and the cognitive schemes themselves could consist of facts,
prints, scripts, metaphors or even power (the latter taking place on socio-dynamic lev-
els). Facts are purely informational, prints can encompass certain behaviors, scripts are
a series of prints, and metaphors are where individuals might draw comparisons be-
tween both worlds (Fritz, 2003). He states that gamers select the games they play with
some idea of the transfer process (Fritz & Fehr 1997). This results in gamers generally
having a preference for games where they can achieve power, sovereignty and control
(Fritz, 2003), which are all forms of socio-dynamic transfer processes. The outcome of
this sort of selection is what can be called structural coupling, when the preferences of
players are molded by their demand for control (ibid). The transfer model can best be
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described as the linking process between reality and virtual reality, which materializes in
digital games (Wimmer & Schmidt, 2015).

Moreover, Wimmer and Nickol (2013) note that the “mediatized gaming world” (p. 246)
can keep growing and gamers can be encouraged to expend time that has been allo-
cated for other activities, such as hobbies or real-life responsibilities. They also note the
opposite to be just as valid, that should a person’s other activities require more atten-
tion, game activity will surely be influenced (ibid). Discussing guild behavior,
Ducheneaut et al. (2006), confirm the influence that the real world has on gaming activi-
ty, by finding that most individuals do not have a problem with abandoning their guilds,
should the real world be too demanding.

This blurring of lines between the game and real world is less than ideal, as games
should provide temporary perfection in an imperfect world, where players can escape
real world pressures (Huizinga,1955). This is the primary idea behind the concept of the
magic circle, a bounded space of play that is separate from real life (Jordan et al.,
2016). Salen and Zimmerman (2004) expand the concept, defining it as the “special
place in time and space created by a game.” (p. 79). Hence, games have been classi-
cally thought of to be able to provide a safe space for players which offers different
structures from the real world and allows them to escape their problems.

When we talk about the real world overpowering the imaginative sense of immersion
provided by a game, most believe that this is the magic circle being broken (Jordan et
al., 2016; Lin & Sun, 2007). However, Consalvo (2009) argues that the magic circle is
not a rigid boundary that can be broken, but more of a dedicated space to which indi-
viduals bring their real lives, obligations and expectations as well. Jordan et al. (2016)
confirm Consalvo’s (2009) argument when looking at their F2P game KingsRoad, noting
that “the magic circle may not necessarily be broken but perhaps made more elusive by
both player and developer agency,” (Jordan et al. 2016, p. 14). What this implies is that
the magic circle might not necessarily be broken in F2P games, but rather renegotiated.
Still, how much of the real world can seep into the magic circle before we consider it
destroyed or even non-existent? Could this blurring of boundaries simply be the next
state of gaming or existence, noted as hyperreality by Baudrillard (1993), where there is
no distinction between the real or unreal (Crawford & Rutter, 2006)?

2.4.4. Identification

Bauman (1997) finds that nowadays identity is heavily based on our hobbies and con-
sumption activities, due to the decrease in permanent career options. So, when we ap-
propriate games into our daily lives, they are sure to have more of an influence than
merely providing entertainment. Shaw (2013) states that “the process of identification in
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video games is often conflated with the interactivity of video games,” (p. 354). Hence,
the appropriation and identification contexts of video games are closely intertwined.

The context of identification looks at the ways in which individuals are constantly build-
ing their identity through the forms communicated in games. This is in evidence when
individuals wear special clothes and use language associated with specific games to
show membership within their communities or to differentiate themselves from non-
gamers (Wimmer, 2012). The possibilities for identification with videogames are vaster
than in other media, due to the interactive qualities of this medium (King and
Krzywinska, 2006; Wolf, 2001). Not only do the individuals that play games undergo a
process of identity construction and negotiation, but so do professionals working in the
gaming industry (Wimmer and Stinikova, 2011). Van Looy et al. (2010) devised a scale
to measure player identification in MMORPGS, and their scale looks at the identification
of players on three levels: avatar identification, group identification and game identifica-
tion. High avatar identification predicted roleplay as a motivation for play, escapism and
empathy, while higher group identification predicted socialization and relationships, and
finally, game identification predicted escapism and mechanics (ibid). However, in this
ethnography, we are dealing with more casual games. Hence, we first have to detect
how players identify as ‘gamers’. Moreover, since this research observes the entire
game culture of a specific game, the following section deals with the identities of all
members of its culture: those who play the game and those who make it.

2.4.4.1. Identifying as a Gamer

Understanding the relationship between identity and videogames is no easy task, and
as such, defining the identity of gamers is equally difficult. Gee (2003) discusses the
complexities of gamer identification through use of the term “tripartite play of identities,”
(p. 58) which is composed of the player's own identity, the identity of the avatar they
play and the relationship between the two, which is conveyed as a projection of the
player’s own identity onto the digital character.

It transcends identification with characters in novels or movies, for instance, be-
cause it is both active (the player actively does things) and reflexive, in the sense
that once the player has made some choices about the virtual character, the virtual
character is now developed in a way that sets certain parameters about what the
player can do. The virtual character redounds back on the player and affects his or
her future actions. (Gee, 2003, p. 58)

Examining the importance of reputation and avatars in MMORPGSs, Ducheneaut et al.
(2006) find that “an avatar wearing powerful items, for instance, is essential to the con-
struction of a player’s identity,” (p. 7). While Gee’s framework is beneficial in under-
standing identification in and with games, it is not necessarily active in all games (Shaw,
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2013), such as those that don’t have visible avatars or characters to identify with. Such
is the case with the game examined in this research.

Shaw (2013) argues that, in game studies, more investigations are required to thor-
oughly assess the processes of identification which games contribute to. Focusing on
media practice (Couldry 2000, 2004) instead of media texts, and using Cohen’s (2001)
identification measures as talking points, Shaw (2013) reveals “the complexities of stud-
ying identification in this medium,” (p.349). She conducts ethnographic case studies
with digital game players who do not self-identify as gamers (ibid). In doing so, she
highlights various aspects which contribute to an individual’'s identification as a gamer,
primarily: self-identification, participation in gaming communities, and the continuous
use of the medium (ibid). Shaw (2013) finds that media tastes and interests are not in-
dicative of the gamer identity, since one of her participants had tastes that aligned with
the hardcore gamer stereotype, including anime and sci-fi television, while the other had
completely different interests such as “going to art exhibits and hiking” (p. 352). Howev-
er, distaste for similar things can help to identify a gamer. Both her participants disliked
games with difficult controls and “leveling up in Role-Playing Games...or playing First-
Person Shooters” (ibid, p. 352), which indicated both as non-gamers. Still, Shaw (2013),
who builds on arguments by Juul (2012) and Consalvo (2009), finds these aspects more
characteristic of hardcore gamers, meaning that those who do not fit the bill could still
be considered casual gamers: “the casual/hardcore divide encompasses both kinds of
games played, as well as individual investment in playing, neither of which are neces-
sarily constant,” (p. 352).

Overall, Shaw’s (2013) ethnographic study highlights several interesting aspects of
identification within digital games. She noted that one participant sometimes felt like a
“junkie” (ibid, p. 353) looking for her next fix. More importantly, she notes that the rea-
sons people have for playing digital games can impact their experience, which in turn
influences their identification with the characters in the game (ibid). Shaw (2013) ex-
pands on this by noting that both her participants did not play games socially; hence,
gameplay for them “fulfilled very particular, personal needs and desires,” (ibid, p. 353).
Moreover, her observations on solitary play also suggest that the type of games utilized,
as well as individual approaches to media, could influence the player’s identification with
characters (ibid).

Both of the exercised gamer labels of hardcore or casual can be considered a form of
social identity. Each term can be defined as a “part of an individual’s self-concept which
derives from his knowledge of his membership of a social group (or groups) together
with the value and emotional significance attached to that membership,” (Tajfel, 1981, p.
255). Individuals usually identify with certain groups through the processes of social
comparison, social identification and social categorization (Spears, 2011). Social cate-
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gorization deals with how individuals classify issues in their social environments, as well
as the establishment of characteristics that dictate who can be members of certain
groups. This is followed by social identification, which entails an individual fitting into a
certain group. Finally, these two processes are governed by social comparison, where
“by comparing the in-group with the out-group, the self and its associated social groups
gain meaning and value,” (De Grove, Courtois, & Van Looy, 2015, p. 348). This means
that for individuals to identify as gamers, whether casual or hardcore, they undergo cer-
tain processes of comparing their activities and behaviors to similar individuals, differen-
tiating between groups and then identifying with a certain crowd, achieving value from
this bonding. Proposed by De Grove et al. (2015) this theoretical approach to identifica-
tion is a combination of social identity and self-categorization theory, which could possi-
bly explain certain stereotypes and preferences of hardcore or casual gamers.

2.4.4.2. Types of Gamers

Whether casual or hardcore, individuals who play games are considered to fit into spe-
cific categories (Bartle, 1997). One of the first typologies for player types in virtual
worlds was suggested by Bartle (1997), who found that players belong into one of four
classifications:

¢ Achievers: those who like to reach defined goals and achieve high status

e Explorers: individuals interested in discovering the virtual world and its logic
e Socializers: players who enjoy interacting with others

o Killers: those who gain pleasure from dominating others

These typologies have served as guidance for both academics and designers alike
(Lehdonvirta, 2005). However, since then, certain academics have suggested more var-
ied and comprehensive models. Looking at player motivations in MMORPGs, Yee
(2005) expanded on Bartle (1997) to include several other motivations for play. His
model is founded on three core incentives: achievement, social or immersion. Each one
of these main components includes sub-motivations (see Table 5), which he identified
through a player survey utilizing open-ended questions. The main difference between
Yee's model and Bartle’s is that in Yee’s categorization, these player types are not mu-
tually exclusive, and players might have numerous motivations for gameplay, as long as
they are not in opposition to each other.

Yee’s model is one of several devised to assess player motivations and types. Looking
at previous research regarding player types, Hamari and Tuunanen (2014) provide a
meta-synthesis of this research and argue that gamer types in current literature can be
categorized based on five key dimensions: achievement, exploration, sociability, domi-
nation and immersion.
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Table 5: Player motivation model (adapted from Yee, 2005).

Achievement Social Immersion
Advancement: status, progress, Socializing: making friends, Discovery: lore, exploration,
power helping others, general chat treasure hunting
Mechanics: numbers, analysis, Relationship: giving and find- Role-Playing: fantasy, roles,
theory crafting ing support, self-disclosure character backstory, storyline
Competition: aggravation, dom- Teamwork: group achieve- Customization: skins, color
ination, challenging others ments, collaboration schemes, style, appearances

Escapism: relaxation, escape

from real life and its problems

2.4.4.3. Identities of Game Professionals

Wimmer and Sitnikova (2011) conduct a qualitative inquiry into the identities of game
professionals in Germany. They interview nine individuals, employed in various sectors
of game development, and through their analysis they attempt to provide a description
of the individuals’ professional identity. Using frameworks by previous academics
(Dueze et al., 2007; Peterson & Arnand, 2004, as cited in Wimmer and Sitnikova, 2011),
they argue that the identity of game workers (within the context of the game industry)
can be observed in five domains. The first domain is technology, which serves as “the
driving force in the industry” (ibid. p. 2). This is followed by law and regulation, then in-
dustrial and organizational structure of the industry, in which Wimmer and Sitnikova
(2011) note, “games are often produced in temporary projects and in collaboration with
other people than just gameworkers,” (p. 3). The next domain is occupational careers,
which are determined by business structures, and result in the majority of professionals
in the game industry being male and the provision of marketing and design aimed at
men. The final domain consists of the markets of the game industry, which, they note,
have several peculiarities, such as games being omnipresent, and the market being
stereotypically predefined (ibid).

Summarizing Dyer-Witheford and de Peuter (2006), Wimmer and Sitnikova (2011) find
these domains that compose the game workplace to be sites of conflict instead of ac-
ceptance: “The work is permanently followed by stress, long working hours and crunch
time...which results in a high rate of turnover in the industry and a lot of gameworkers
who plan to leave the business in the future,” (p. 4). However, the game workplace can
also be considered a site of conflict between the various identities of an individual. So-
cial identities of individuals indicate a category to which one belongs, such as work
groups, political affiliations, or nationality (Hogg and Terry, 2001, as cited in Wimmer
and Sitnikova, 2011). Individuals today, and especially gameworkers or other media
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professionals, articulate their identities through “appropriation of media content,” and so
identities today can be called “mediated identities,” (Wimmer and Sitnikova, 2011, p. 4.).
Regardless of their category, social identities are increasingly media-centric, and this is
why Wimmer and Sitnikova utilize this aspect in their definition of professional identity:

Professional identity is a mostly mediated self-concept of an individual as a member
of a certain professional group, followed by a strong sense of coherence with pro-
fessional life and understanding of and behaving in accordance with professional
standards, values and roles (Wimmer and Sitnikova, 2011, p.5).

The conflict of identities assumed to occur in the game workplace is between the indi-
vidual’s professional identity and other social identities (as a gamer or fan). During the-
se occurrences, it is assumed that individuals are likely to experience conflict should
their professional values not align with their personal gamer values. This is due to the
values of game professionals partially overlapping with the standards of the profession
(ibid), which might conflict with whatever values they have as a gamer or fan. Still, there
is a cohesiveness between both these identities, and Wimmer and Sitnikova’'s (2011)
research shows that their respondents “perceive themselves as a part of their profes-
sion and the team/studio they work with/at,” (p. 12) which they believe is because of the
professionals’ deep interest in computer games. They find this to be the reason most of
the respondents do not perceive their work as a vocation and that “they are so strongly
interested in making games that this process is enjoyable despite all the difficulties,”
(ibid, p. 12).

2.4.4.4. Identification in Casual and Free-to-Play Games

The flurry of casual and free-to-play games is assumed to be changing gamer identity.
Juul finds that, with the introduction of the Nintendo Wii, both gameplay and the social
identity of ‘the gamer’ are being reshaped:

The simplicity of early video games is being rediscovered, while new flexible designs
are letting video games fit into the lives of players. Video games are being reinvent-
ed, and so is our image of those who play the games (2012, p. 2).

Nevertheless, even while being redefined, there is still some social stigma to playing
free-to-play and casual social games (Gruning, 2013). This stigma could stem from
casual games, such as Farmville and other social media-integrated games being seen
as “challenge free,” requiring little more than constant clicking (Bogost, 2010). Alterna-
tively, the stigma could stem from the in-game real money purchases, which are seen
as the “antithesis of gameplay” (Evans, 2015, p. 574). In most games, character status
reflects player status, and when people are freely able to purchase equipment and as-
sistance, there is nothing special about becoming a champion anymore.
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A high-level character isn't just a high-level character: it's a marker of player status.
If it's worn by someone not entitled to wear it, that very seriously annoys those who
are entitled to wear it. It says something about a player's achievements: it's non-
transferable (Bartle, 2004, n.p).

In addition to being a source of social stigma, these microtransactions are assumed to
demotivate a majority of players: “when poor people can’t even role-play being rich,
they’re going to be disheartened,” (ibid, n.p). The social stigma could also be consid-
ered a product of the social identity of the (hardcore) gamer label, where specific behav-
iors are expected of individuals, such as the love of challenge and inherent hatred of
microtransactions.

Bourdieu’s (1990) concept of habitus can provide another perspective on the preference
of F2P among those who identify as gamers. Habitus refers to the bodily personification
of cultural capital, or the deeply seated habits and characteristics that individuals pos-
sess due to their life experiences (Bourdieu, 1990). Habitus can include our taste for
cultural objects, such as clothing and art ("Habitus", 2016), or in the case of gamers, the
taste for specific games and genres. Bourdieu (1984) argued that an individual’'s social
class is often linked to his or her taste in art, and in the case of gamers, it could then
also be assumed that previous experiences with other games and consoles (habitus)
could be linked to their social class within a specific society (hardcore/casual or
pay/non-pay user), and therefore, their taste preference for F2P games. Furthermore,
Bourdieu (1984) states that habitus is so deeply rooted in individuals that they believe
that some are more culturally refined than others, leading to justified social discrimina-
tion. This explains the animosity amongst gamers and heated debates around
microtransactions or F2P games, as well as possible bias and user divisions within F2P
communities.

Nevertheless, free-to-play games provide individuals with the chance to express and
construct their identities through customization and consumption, which is its material or
analog counterpart (Gruning, 2013). Lehdonvirta (2010) finds that “people consume vir-
tual goods for much the same reasons they consume material goods: to establish social
status and live up to the expectations of their peer groups, to build and express identity,”
(p- 886). In doing so, individuals attach symbolic value to digital objects, that would
otherwise be worthless (Gruning, 2013). This new era of consumption and identity con-
struction has been dubbed “digital post-materialism,” by Lehdonvirta (2010), and he
states that beliefs and practices surrounding such digital games “cannot be described
as non-material culture, because they involve assigning cultural meanings to tangible
features of digital architecture” (pp. 885-86). Therefore, while casual and free-to-play
games provide an innovative way of self-expression, their distinct consumer and mate-
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rialistic elements can present a new manifestation of overly commercialized culture that
should not be ignored.

2.4.5. Representation

The context of representation deals not only with the presentation of certain themes in
video games, but also their image in mass media and public discourse. Consalvo (2003)
finds that digital games have a history of being depicted negatively in US popular dis-
course, usually as something problematic or devoid of value. However, she also pro-
poses that “if games become more mainstream, perhaps the discourse will shift too,”
(Consalvo, 2003, p. 321), which indeed is evident in later research on the image of digi-
tal games in mainstream media (McKernan, 2010; Wimmer, 2012). McKernan (2010)
analyses the portrayal of digital games in The New York Times, beginning in the 1980s.
He notes that several images are attributed to video games, improving with time, as
they become a more integral part of popular culture: “This change in coverage may be
indicative of the mainstream media’s recognition of video games as a permanent pres-
ence in children’s lives,” (McKernan, 2010, p.325). Segrensen (2012), who looks at the
portrayal of video games in the German press, finds that the media attributes different
or multiple identities to digital games. These identities range from depicting them as po-
litical, technical or civil objects, to representing them as sport, by stressing their strategy
and teamwork efforts (ibid). With digital games becoming more casual, accessible and a
part of mainstream culture, mass media representations of them are improving. Howev-
er, widespread moral panic regarding the threats of violence and addiction are still
common. Nevertheless, there is an improvement in their mainstream representation,
with positive portrayals praising the socialization or learning possibilities of games, or
sometimes professionalizing them and likening them to regular sports (Wimmer, 2012).

Looking at the World Cyber Games (WCG) in Cologne, Wimmer (2012) analyzes the
representation of the event and its participants in mainstream media. Analyzing 1731
TV, print and online reports of the event, he notes that the WCG is described as enter-
tainment for everyone and a sporting event, mentioning that “the professionalization of
the event is portrayed by drawing parallels to events of professional sports (national
teams, flags, tracksuits, anthems and support staff)’ (p. 533). Wimmer (2012) also notes
that the inclusion of team sponsors adds to the comparison and to the event's commer-
cialization factor. Looking at the portrayal of digital games themselves, he states that
digital games are depicted as “tasks that require sophisticated and sometimes highly
complex patterns of action,” (ibid, p. 534). Finally, Wimmer (2012) notes that PR man-
agers of the event were focused on reducing stereotypes concerning digital games. This
includes distancing the event and the participants from violence and the term ‘nerd’.
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2.4.5.1. Free-to-Play Depictions in Public Discourse

One of the earliest studies looking at free-to-play games in media and public discourse
was conducted by Lin and Sun (2007). They undertake a content analysis using threads
from two extremely popular message boards in Taiwan at the time: Gamebase and
Bahamut. Their research pinpoints several arguments regarding F2P games, voiced by
players and grouped into the following major categories: free market, fairness, fun and
game order and quality (ibid). Players making the free market argument noted that
game companies needed to make money to survive, and that “all users are given ade-
quate information to understand a game’s payment model before entering, thus compa-
nies cannot be accused of deceit or coercion,” (Lin & Sun, 2007, p. 338). Those who
were against the model noted that companies misled players with game-related ads,
and that players who wanted to be able to participate fully would end up spending more
money than in subscription or traditional payment games: “Imagine a noodle shop
claiming that their noodles are free, but the cost of chopsticks exceeds that normally
found for a bowl of noodles,” (ibid, p. 339).

As for the fairness argument, most players voiced the opinion that players of such
games are divided into two categories: those who do not pay and those who do. This
results in an unfair environment, with “one game, two experiences,” (ibid, p. 339) and
poor players always being at a disadvantage. However, proponents of the model find
that the aspect of time serves as a foundation of fairness: “whether rich or poor, players
have equal amounts of time, and those who spend more time playing and honing their
skills can become stronger than those who don’t,” (ibid, p. 339). This would certainly be
fair if games were balanced in such a way that grinding for an acceptable amount of
time would lead to the same benefits as purchasing. However, in most aggressively
monetized games, this is not the case, with endless grinding barely equating in value to
the most minor of microtransactions.

When it comes to the debate around fun, opponents of free-to-play games found that
those who do not pay have much less fun, having to “endure long stretches of boring,
restricted, and handicapped gaming experiences,” (ibid, p. 339). Alternatively, those
who pay can still lose some sense of fun in showing off their achievements if they have
been bought: “From this viewpoint, the fun of play has been replaced by the fun of
shopping,” (ibid, p. 339). Again, something indicative of consumer culture (McAllister,
2003). Enthusiasts of F2P games appreciated the payment model because they felt it
“give[s] players multiple opportunities and ways to experience games and manage their
own sense of fun at minimal cost,” (ibid, p. 340).

The final major argument is regarding game order and quality, with the standard posi-
tion being that structural problems are to blame for the decline of quality and gameplay
in F2P games. The lack of balance in gameplay also results in non-paying players hav-
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ing a harder time, when “all types of players should have equal opportunity to survive in
and enjoy a game world,” (ibid, p. 340). Moreover, free entry into the game world caus-
es the quality of the community itself to be lower, with more rule violations, deviant be-
havior and norm infractions. Supporters, however, claim that “as long as game compa-
nies clearly make an effort in terms of self-regulation and finding a balance point that
allows poor players to survive, there is no problem,” (ibid, p. 340).

Players made some additional arguments regarding F2P games, such as being “money-
rich but skill-poor,” (ibid, p. 341) which gives more importance to profit than to larger
gameplay issues, or supporters who felt that most players that had problems with such
games were simply “exposing their lack of self-control, whereas true free game players
are those capable of fully reaping the benefits of the free game business model,” (ibid,
p. 341). Overall, Lin & Sun’s (2007) research highlighted contrasting perceptions in pub-
lic discourse. Moreover, it showcased how the model is shifting gamers’ sense of own-
ership, as well as how the participants of such games have a weaker sense of commu-
nity, “since their participation is closer to that of consumers,” (ibid, p. 342).

Conducting in-depth interviews with free-to-play gamers, Paavilainen et al. (2016) find
that the issue of spending in free-to-play games is intensely debated, with some individ-
uals having strong views against it, while others are more than willing to pay to enhance
their experience. Moreover, those who spent a lot do not see a problem with their trans-
actions if they feel like they are getting their money’s worth.

As mentioned earlier, one might argue that the negative image F2P games have among
regular pay-to-play gamers can be attributed to cultural capital and the expected prefer-
ences of gamers. Bordieu’s (1984) concept of cultural capital provides a “theoretical
understanding of the role of taste and consumptions in patterns of social distinction,”
(Crawford & Rutter, 2006, p. 155). Cultural capital can be utilized by certain social for-
mations to represent their refined tastes. In a similar way to how classical musical en-
thusiasts shy away from popular music, hardcore and pay-to-play gamers might shun
F2P as an indication that they have good taste. However, it is important to realize that
“taste is not an innate ability but rather something we are taught and which is used by
communities to make value judgments about what is acceptable and desired culture,”
(ibid, p. 155). Meaning that this disdain for F2P games could be a socially constructed
ideology within game culture, and not necessarily indicative of individual opinions or
game quality.

On the other hand, the negative overall image of those who pay for benefits in F2P
games indicates an obsession with “skill” in game culture and discourse. Paul (2018)
discusses this obsession and how it leads to an undesirable meritocracy. Meritocracy, if
carried out ideally, is a system “based upon a competition in which the achieved rather
than ascribed characteristics of individuals determine the outcome. It is a system which
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depends upon genuine equality of opportunity but which generates unequal outcomes,”
(Saunders, 1995, p. 27). In theory, this system avoids structural inequalities, such as
socioeconomic class, race and gender, allowing individuals to prove themselves based
on their achievements. While this is true for most pay-to-play games, it is surely not the
case for F2P games. However, this might not necessarily be a bad thing. Paul (2018)
argues that the meritocracy present in gaming culture is also blind to structural disad-
vantages, such as race or gender, promoting a toxic culture without innovative game
development, and focusing on one specific target group. So, while F2P games might
threaten the meritocratic system in gaming culture, it could be for the better, either be-
cause it gives those disadvantaged some assistance, or because it might invigorate
game development.

Looking at the perception of game developers on the free-to-play game model, Alha et
al. (2014) note that they have a better outlook regarding the model than non-
developers. They note that most of the opposition comes from hardcore or core gamers,
who are experienced in different payment models and games. In addition to poorly de-
signed and aggressively monetized games, most hardcore gamers fear that regular
games “will suffer or disappear because of the ever-growing F2P trend,” (ibid, p. 5). This
could likely become a reality and is something discussed later on in Chapter 6.0.

On the other hand, Alha et al. (2014) note that developers do not see any ethical issues
with the model, with the exception of children’s use of such games, as well as exorbitant
spending. While the outlook of F2P game developers is generally positive, anticipating a
promising future, Alha et al. (2014) suggest that this might be a form of cognitive disso-
nance, which also explains “the defensive stances the professionals took against cri-
tique,” (p. 10).

Regardless of the opinions of players and developers, Evans (2015) finds that, similar to
free software tools, F2P games attempt to promote a questionably inclusive image, “that
makes them accessible to anyone with a tablet or smartphone without further economic
outlay,” (p. 574). While this might be true from an initial standpoint, Nieborg (2015) con-
tests the universality of this image, citing the example of Zynga, which has a poor repu-
tation among gamers, due to “how it operationalizes the free-to-play business model
and its reliance on data-driven design methods,” (p. 4).

Data-driven methods, as well as other decisions by gaming companies, such as imple-
menting aggressive microtransactions and other dark patterns in their games, can theo-
retically influence their image in media and public discourse. Following the theory of
public esteem, or “the degree to which the public likes, trusts, admires, and respects an
organization” (Carroll, 2011, p. 224), business-oriented decisions executed by compa-
nies in their games can quickly earn disdain from their player base, resulting in a nega-
tive image. Companies and F2P games which focus excessively on commercial suc-
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cess, instead of fostering a community, might have a financial appeal to investors but
would still lack an emotional appeal to a general player base. An emotional appeal is an
essential part of national reputation, as stated by Passow, Fehimann & Grahlow (2005),
and denotes the feelings of amiability, respect and honesty generated by organizations.
Without an emotional appeal, a negative image can quickly be cultivated or enhanced.
While organizations are not nations as such, they are responsible for public bodies, and
therefore, it can be argued, they could be subject to the same kinds of reputational con-
cerns and appeals.
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3.0 Research Questions

This chapter deals with the major research questions and their respective sub-
questions. First, however, some suggestions on the formulation of these research ques-
tions in virtual ethnographic research, as specified by Boellstorff, Nardi, Pearce & Taylor
(2012) are discussed. They find selecting research questions to be pivotal in ethnogra-
phies, with this decision influencing other factors, such as the selection of informants
and field sites (ibid). Hence, formulating the correct research questions is key.
Boellstorff et al. (2012) discuss the emergence of research questions and find that, in
most cases, important research questions will arise when participant observation is al-
ready underway.

Flexibility is also central when constructing research questions within ethnographic re-
search, and “ethnographers must be prepared to modify questions based on what they
encounter in the field” (ibid, p. 54). Modifications to certain research questions (as well
as new inquiries) were made in this ethnography, once connections began appearing
between certain phenomena. Moreover, Boellstorff et al. (2012) state that personal in-
terest plays a part in selecting appropriate research questions due to “all good science”
flowing from a “scientist’s passion to learn something he or she is deeply curious about,”
(p. 56). Hence, to a certain degree, the research questions within this study stem from
the researcher’s subjective involvement in digital games, their surrounding cultures, and
player practices.

Overall, the following questions provide direction and ensure accuracy in data collection
and analysis, as Boellstorff et al. (2012) recommend: “a grounding research question,
once established, asserts and protects precision and focus,” (p. 57).

¢ RQ1. How does the free-to-play payment model transform the various contexts of
game culture?

Based on the central concept in this study’s theoretical framework, research question
one attempts to observe how the F2P payment model impacts each respective context
of the circuit of culture (du Gay et al., 1997). The term ‘transforms’ in this RQ, and sub-
sequent ones, denotes a process in which new phenomena or cultural practices appear,
due to the application of the F2P model. These transformations are ideally something
not seen in cultures of games employing traditional payment models, or changes in tra-
ditional gaming practices.

Cultures of games utilizing traditional payment models can be defined on the meso lev-
el, using their model as a unifying characteristic. Traditional pay-to-play culture can be
defined as the culture of digital games from various genres, on diverse platforms, hav-
ing a set price and without microtransactions (not utilizing the freemium model). Like-
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wise, subscription game culture can be defined similarly, but with a subscription-based
payment system. The transformations the freemium payment model brings to each of
the contexts of the observed game’s culture are further addressed in a sub-research
question, to emphasize distinct cultural practices.

The term ‘transformation,” as defined by Hepp (2015), means a process of specific
changes. Compared to the term ‘change’ (Wandel in German), which simply describes
how one thing is no longer as it once was, transformation denotes a more detailed pro-
cess that is not accidental and follows a specific model or pattern. Due to following a
certain pattern, transformations allow for regularity, and an explanation of the type and
manner of changes taking place to be thoroughly described. Hence, this makes trans-
formation an appropriate term when studying metaprocesses such as mediatization
(ibid), or commercialization, which is the metaprocess of interest in this study. The pat-
terns observed in this research, which notes the transformation process, are changes in
cultural practices previously noted as typical for traditional pay-to-play games (based on
surveyed literature), as well as the manifestation of new cultural practices.

Still, in this research, the term ‘change’ and its synonym ‘alter’ are sometimes used to
indicate a modification of a situation from its previous state. These terms are different
from the term ‘transformation,’” as they indicate a minor process that is part of the overall
transformation. However, instead of using these terms haphazardly to indicate an acci-
dental alteration that cannot be explained or typified, these terms are only used in com-
bination with an exact explanation of the procedure, such as this alteration from the ap-
propriation context noted later on: where the payment model alters the boundaries be-
tween the real world and game world, causing a spillover between the two. This can be
observed when players’ motivations transfer into the game world and some non-virtual
realities transfer into the fictional game world.

The sub-questions under RQ1 follow a similar format as RQ1. They all utilize the word
‘transform,” with each sub-question focusing on how the F2P business model specifical-
ly transforms one of the contexts of the observed game’s culture. The five contexts of
culture, which have been previously noted by du Gay et al. (1997), adapted to the study
of games by Wimmer (2012), serve as the basis for each sub-research question.

*+ RQ1.1: How does F2P transform the (re)production of the game?

Looking at this context of the circuit of culture, RQ1.1 observes the transformations the
payment model has on the production of content, as well as the reproduction of original
content. This means not only looking at how the free-to-play payment model transforms
official game development itself, but user-generated content as well, such as the pro-
duction of fanfiction, guides and art, and the replication of official content by users (e.g.
fan-made games). Here the practices observed are mostly on the micro and meso level,

Dieses Werk steht Open Access zur Verfiigung und unterliegt damit der Lizenz CC-BY 4.0



69

as indicated in the EImezeny & Wimmer (2018) framework, since they deal with individ-
ual and cooperative production.

* RQ1.2: How does F2P transform individual appropriation of the game?

This sub-research question looks at how the payment model transforms the appropria-
tion of games by individuals. This question attempts to look at how the freemium model
transforms the way in which individuals integrate the game into their daily lives, through
their interaction with each other and with the game itself. Interesting practices observed
under this question could possibly include individual gameplay habits, as well as player
interactions and rituals concerning the game, both within the virtual world and outside of
it. Here practices of interest are mostly on the micro level, but sometimes on the meso
level when concerning group and community practices.

* RQ1.3: How does F2P transform individual identification with the game?

Dealing with the context of identification, this sub-research question looks at the way the
payment model transforms how individuals relate to the game, its community and its
content. The interest here lies in how an individual's identity as a gamer changes their
opinions and practices in free-to-play games, or how they signal their status within free-
to-play game communities. Moreover, practices related to payment (microtransactions)
and how they relate to an individual’s identification with their purchased content, the
game, or the community itself, can also be observed within the framework of this ques-
tion. Under this RQ, practices of interest are mostly on the micro level.

* RQ1.4: How does F2P transform the regulation of the game by both producing
and non-producing bodies?

While Wimmer (2012) states that the regulation context deals with non-producing bod-
ies, in this study, the way the question is phrased expands the scope of the context to
deal with the regulation of the game developer as well. The sub-research question at-
tempts to observe how the freemium payment model transforms the regulation of F2P
games by both the developer, users and other non-producing bodies. This includes
looking at how the developer/publisher of the game regulates their product through offi-
cial in-game rules, customer services and community management. Additionally, the
question looks at informal rules enforced by users, as well as how institutions such as
EU commissions and other governing bodies choose to regulate F2P games. Self-
regulation practices, such as curbing playtime, is also of interest within this context.
Here, practices observed are on the micro level when dealing with individual regulation,
meso level when concerning cooperative or group regulation and macro level when re-
garding industry regulation.

* RQ1.5: How does F2P transform the representation of themes within the game
and the game’s image in media and public discourse?
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The final sub-research question under RQ1 looks at how the payment model transforms
both the game’s image in media and public discourse, and the representation of certain
themes within the game itself. The initial focus under this sub-research question is how
the payment model transforms the image of the game itself in media and public dis-
course. This is done through analyzing the game’s reputation in mainstream media, and
other online outlets where the game and developer are frequently discussed. Additional-
ly, within this context, the changes the payment model brings to the representation of
themes within the game itself are observed, such as the integration of real-world as-
pects (currency, money, etc.) within fictional contexts. Moreover, the way in which other
features are represented in the game is also of interest, such as notable players and the
value of virtual items. Practices under this context are observed on the individual level
(themes within the game) and macro level (representations in public discourse and
mainstream media).

* RQ2: How do the various game culture contexts of an F2P game transform each
other?

After observing how the payment model contributes to each respective context, this re-
search question looks at how the contexts then transform each other. RQ2 follows the
notion proposed by the circuit of culture, which assumes that each context is continu-
ously affecting the others, thereby completing the circuit. The main interest in this re-
search question lies in noting how the transformations detected in the sub-questions of
RQ1 are linked to each other, and what types of relationship they might have. For ex-
ample, how does individual appropriation of F2P games interact with an individual’s
identification with other players, the community or the game itself? Alternatively, one
can observe how produced content, the result of the F2P payment model, changes indi-
vidual appropriations of the game, causing new practices to arise, or resulting in certain
representations of the game in media and public discourse.

The choice of the word ‘transform’ in RQ2 might seem odd, as contexts themselves are
not actors and might not be able to directly bring about transformations in each other.
However, this specific wording was selected for multiple reasons. Firstly, while the con-
texts themselves are not actors, RQ2 allows us to look at the various phenomena and
practices of all actors within each of these contexts on the macro, meso and micro lev-
els (observed during RQ1), and at how they interact with each other. Instead of ad-
dressing each actor or phenomenon and its interaction separately, the entire context is
addressed as one unit interacting with another in order to simplify the analysis process.

Furthermore, the word ‘transform,” Hepp (2015), denotes an observable change which
follows a specific pattern. This makes ‘transform’ more suitable for this research ques-
tion than other terms, such as influence or affect, as it allows for the answers to not only
be able to make sense of specific transformations but also the patterns of the transfor-
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mations themselves. As this is a qualitative analysis, ‘transform’ is better suited to it in
terms of phrasing than either ‘influence’ or ‘affect,” both of which imply a measurable
outcome that requires a quantified system of measurement not viable in this ethno-
graphic method. Moreover, ‘transform’ also allows the researcher to observe how the
current state of the game culture has altered from its previous existing form. These fluc-
tuations are indicated in the data by how participants express changes over time, or
deviation in practices from different game communities/cultures. This is quite fitting for
the research framework, since RQ1 has already investigated certain specifics of the
current state of the game’s cultural contexts, providing a basis for RQ2 and allowing for
further deductions and analyses on the possible transformation of these contexts.

The F2P game culture in question refers to the culture of Goodgame Studios’ Empire,
the game observed in this ethnography. The F2P game culture term can also be applied
to similar games using the freemium model, when employing a meso level definition of
game culture (Elmezeny & Wimmer, 2018). The following chapter provides a detailed
explanation of the research design and methodology, as well as an overview of
Goodgame Empire and Goodgame Studios.
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4.0 Ethnography of a Virtual World

The study of games (and their cultures) is multidisciplinary, and historically various
schools of research have investigated different aspects of it, ranging from virtual econ-
omies (Castranova, 2005) to digital game involvement (Calleja, 2007), and looking at
both the negative (Anderson, Gentile & Buckley, 2007) and the positive (Egenfeldt-
Nielsen, 2006) effects of gameplay. What researchers choose to focus on in their stud-
ies is usually emphasized by how they choose to conduct their research, or the methods
employed in data collection. Ribbens and Poels (2009) find that most common games
research design focuses on either the game structure or the player, as distinct from the
game itself. They note that this leads to a lack of empirical research concentrating on
the interaction between the player and the game, or player experiences. Through eth-
nography, however, we are able to address this gap in empirical research through cen-
tering on player experiences, among other aspects. The specifics of the ethnographic
method utilized, and data collection tools, are detailed in the following sections. First,
however, is an overview of the research design of this study.

4.1 Research Design

This research is considered an ethnographic case study that utilizes multiple data col-
lection methods and approaches to the analysis of said data. As with most ethnogra-
phies, this research is qualitative, providing in-depth insights about a specific communi-
ty, as well as its activities and practices. Qualitative research is notably beneficial in de-
scribing individual experiences and explaining relationships (Mack, Woodsong,
MacQueen, Guest & Namey, 2005). However, most importantly for our research, quali-
tative approaches are also excellent at describing group norms (ibid). Through this qual-
itative research, we are able to observe in detail the practices of both individuals and
groups within the gaming community, as well as their experiences with the game itself,
“by systematically working and toying with concrete examples of everyday life and cul-
ture,” (Alasuutari, 1996, p. 374), all of which helps researchers to realize “such aspects
of our mundane, self-evident reality as we have this far failed to see” (ibid, p. 374). Fur-
thermore, using a qualitative approach does not only better help our understanding of
the practices of interest, but also aids in reevaluating certain theories and developing a
framework that can be applied to future studies of other relevant investigation (ibid).
This is due to the nature of qualitative research, which “often has theoretical implica-
tions in additional to empirical results,” (ibid p. 374). This is why Boellstorff et al. (2012)
note that qualitative research can “yield profound insights that elude quantification,” (p.
38).
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The ethnography conducted is limited to just one free-to-play game (Empire) and its
respective online communities. This focus on only one game (community) is customary
in ethnography, allowing the researcher to provide detail without spreading his attention
too thin. Hence, this ethnography can be considered a case study. Utilizing the
Alasuutari (1996) hourglass approach, the researcher is able to use the case study to
undertake new theoretical considerations and uncover empirical evidence that can be
used for generalization, akin to quantitative work (ibid). The hourglass model is de-
scribed by Alasuutari (1996) as beginning with “a rather broad theoretical and structural
framework that places a particular research site in a large context,” (p. 374). In that
sense, previous game studies literature and the circuit of culture act as the broad theo-
retical framework, with Empire, the specific case being examined, placed in the larger
context (of game culture). The second step, located in the heart of the hourglass, is
considered fieldwork, when “one analyzes in detail a very specific, closely defined ob-
ject of study as a world of its own,” (Alasuutari, 1996, p. 374). During this stage, a de-
tailed ethnography of the game Empire is conducted, comprised of various data collec-
tion methods, looking at the object of study “as a world of its own,” (ibid, p. 374). This is
a highly appropriate description for our research process as well, since our case is liter-
ally a virtual world with its own unique culture. The final phase of this research, which
forms the bottom of the hourglass, is where “one assesses and discusses the results of
the case study within the broader framework” (Alasuutari, 1996, p. 375). During this final
phase, findings from the ethnography are compared to the theoretical framework, as
well as the greater body of literature on other game cultures, placing them in a broader
social and theoretical context.

To conduct an ethnography of a free-to-play game can be difficult for a number of rea-
sons. Firstly, most F2P games tend to be mobile games providing casual experiences,
which means that their usage primarily involves short, impromptu bursts of gameplay.
Compared to desktop and other console, multiplayer games, mobile multiplayer games
usually do not offer users a shared online space to communicate and socialize, such as
chatrooms or the like, even when they do provide an option to play together. While this
presents researchers with the opportunity of observing how mobile gamers play togeth-
er, it entirely omits the option of observing player communication and socialization. Any
communication options available are likely to be limited, compared to console and desk-
top counterparts.

Another restrictive aspect of mobile ethnographies is their invasive nature, when it
comes to entering an individual’s private sphere. For ethnographies of mobile games to
be carried out, individuals would have to be observed not only in the virtual world (i.e. in
the game they are playing), but also in the real world, during their gaming sessions. This
is due to the nature of mobile games and the limited communication options they pro-
vide. This forces the researcher to probe into other areas, rather than simply interacting
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in the virtual environment. In addition to creating an array of logistical problems, this
could be unsettling for participants and create privacy concerns, when it comes to both
observing them in the real world and monitoring their devices.

To remedy these restrictions, an ethnography of a F2P desktop browser game is pro-
posed instead, one with a mobile equivalent. This approach is taken because, during
virtual ethnographies, individuals willingly participate in a (public) virtual world and their
actions (media practices) can be observed from behind a screen, without the need to
alarm them unnecessarily. The actions of the participants can even be noted without
their consent most of the time, due to their taking place in public spheres. This is akin to
observation in public real-world locations®, with consent only being required for observa-
tion that takes place in private spaces and conversations. Moreover, desktop browser
games provide their participants with more communication options than their mobile
counterparts.

Choosing an F2P desktop browser game for this study has also proven to be beneficial
because there is a pressing need to address gaps in literature regarding these sorts of
games. They have yet to be thoroughly explored in academic literature (Wimmer &
Nickol, 2013), which is a shortcoming, as they are sociologically distinctive and provide
“various communication tools and thus constitute a new form of media-based communi-
cation,” (ibid, p.236). Therefore, by using an F2P browser game for this study, full eth-
nographic immersion in the virtual world environment is possible, utilizing a number of
communicational tools to chat with participants and observe them in online settings.

The design of this research also includes additional considerations (deductive coding,
theoretical sampling, etc.), some of which have been borrowed from other methodologi-
cal approaches and assist in generalizing the qualitative data (Mayring, 2007). Firstly,
the details of our modified virtual ethnography, as well as the background and history of
the method, will be detailed. Prior to that, our empirical case, the F2P game, and its
production company will be described, outlining the social context of this study.

® For more on this, please refer to the Ethics Subchapter (4.7).
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4.2. Research Object and Empirical Case: Goodgame Studio’s Empire

Goodgame Empire (shortened to Empire) is a free-to-play, real-time strategy and castle
building game launched in 2011. The game takes place in a medieval setting, where the
player is initially tasked with constructing and maintaining their own castle lot. Using the
troops, tools and resources found within their castles, users can attack both computer-
controlled enemies (non-player characters: NPCs) and other players (player vs. player:
PvP). To do so, users equip and upgrade commanders that lead their armies into bat-
tles. Users can also join alliances, where they work together to complete special events,
or take part in server-wide battles. In the game world, players are able to communicate
and interact in either through in-game messages or alliance chat, which can be ob-
served by the researcher. These communication features provide a great channel for
participant observation during gameplay.

Empire is a browser-based game, which can be accessed from any computer with a
functioning browser. The game can be played in 26 different languages, and accessed
on a multitude of public servers, both international and those local to specific countries.
In 2013 a version of the game (Empire: Four Kingdoms) was launched for mobiles
(iOS/Androids). However, the two games do not share servers and have completely
separate userbases. In August 2017, Empire’s lifetime revenue surpassed 800 million
US dollars (Chapple, 2017). Being a browser game, Empire provides longer sessions of
gameplay than most mobile F2P games, as well as being available to a wider demo-
graphic than those games requiring PCs with specific requirements.

In Empire, the player has access to five main resources: wood, stone, food, gold and
rubies. The first three types of resource can all be produced by specific buildings con-
structed in the player’s castle. Gold can be gathered from defeating NPCs and other
players, as well as completing quests. Rubies, on the other hand, can only be infre-
quently collected from in-game tasks. As with most F2P games, rubies are considered a
premium currency, and are primarily purchased with real-world currency. Naturally, ru-
bies are the most powerful resource out of all those listed above. They can be traded for
any other resource, used to skip certain processes, such as building construction or
troop recruitment, and even used to purchase strong attacking or defensive units, tools,
or items for commanders that are not regularly available through in-game quests. These
features (multiple resources, premium currency, time skips) are not unique to Empire
and are shared by quite a number of other F2P games, justifying the game’s selection
for the ethnography and allowing the results from the study to be related to other similar
cases.

Empire has gone through various monetization cycles since its launch in 2011. At first,
to attract a large player base, Empire was relatively accessible to all payment groups,
even non-paying users. Between 2013 and 2017, Empire became very aggressively

Dieses Werk steht Open Access zur Verfiigung und unterliegt damit der Lizenz CC-BY 4.0



Research Object and Empirical Case: Goodgame Studio’s Empire 77

monetized, implementing features that frustrated the community and even alienating
some employees, all for the purpose of financial gain. Some of these features and me-
chanics will be discussed in Chapter 5.0. later on. Predictably, this movement towards
aggressive monetization coincided with the time that Goodgame studios was at its larg-
est, and most successful, as a company. Nevertheless, as Empire grew older, with its
gameplay becoming stale and community numbers dwindling, its aggressive monetiza-
tion lessened, with mechanics shifting to better accommodate longtime players. While
the 18-month ethnography took place during the peak period of aggressive monetiza-
tion, observation of the game continued during the writing and analysis process. Hence,
even when less aggressive monetization changes do not constitute part of the analysis,
they are nevertheless addressed later in the discussion (see Chapter 6.0). Still, chang-
es in monetization have led to changes in perception of the game in public discourse
and the community, which also make it an interesting case.

Goodgame Studios (GGS), the producer and developer of Empire, is an online games
company founded in 2009 by brothers Kai and Christian Wawrzinek, and Fabian Ritter.
The company, which began as a startup in 2009, has its headquarters in Hamburg,
Germany, in addition to two other offices in Tokyo, Japan, and Seoul, South Korea. The
company’s inception began with a F2P poker game in 2009 (Goodgame Poker), where
players would trade real money for gambling chips, and all their winnings would be vir-
tual, meaning that they could not be cashed out. Goodgame Poker was followed by
Goodgame Mafia, and Goodgame Café, both of which were also quite successful.
However, the company only started to become prosperous in 2011, with Empire. The
game managed to earn GGS multiple awards, such as Best Browser Game at the 2012
European Game Awards, and the 2013 Audience Award for MMO of the year.

Due to Empire’s success, as well as its other popular game Big Farm, Goodgame grew
from a small startup into a real corporate, which at its peak had more than 1100 em-
ployees (Career at Goodgame, n.d). This growth was reflected in the company’s struc-
ture, with employees divided into semi-autonomous units (business development, cus-
tomer operations, specific game development, quality assurance, etc.). While some
units worked closely with each other, others were completely disconnected, to the ex-
tent of being housed on a totally different campus at the Hamburg headquarters. This
was the case for customer operations and quality assurance units, for example, which
were kept further from the core marketing and game development units. Having such a
grandiose corporate structure arguably creates a positive business image; however, it
can also transform the mindset and identities of the employees working for the company
itself (see Subchapter 5.3.1.3.).

In 2017, Goodgame Studios’ lifetime revenue breached the one-billion-dollar mark, sig-
nifying that the company was highly successful (Cowley, 2017). Nevertheless, GGS al-
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so had plenty of fiscal problems. In 2016, it dismissed approximately 400 employees,
and later in 2017, another 200 were let go of (Francis, 2017). In a letter to the online
publication Gamasutra, Kai Wawrzinek claimed that these layoffs were “due to the diffi-
culty of maintaining success in the free-to-play games sector” (Wawrzinek as cited in
Francis, 2017, n.p). What possibly also proved to be problematic for GGS was that it
was no longer an autonomous studio. At the end of 2017, it was acquired for €270 mil-
lion by Stillfront, a global group of gaming studios specialized in F2P games, and joined
11 others, including Unravel's developer Codwood. Christian and Kai Wawrzinek were
asked to sit on Stillfront’s board of directors, which Kai describes as “a consequent step
towards our long-term vision of creating one of the world's leading gaming companies,”
(Wawrzinek as cited in Handrahan, 2017).

Overall, given its accessibility, shared features with multiple other F2P games, and
changes in reputation due to its business approach, Empire and Goodgame Studios are
theoretically interesting. Using this type of case is beneficial when making generaliza-
tions from a single case study in qualitative research (Mayring, 2007).

Dieses Werk steht Open Access zur Verfiigung und unterliegt damit der Lizenz CC-BY 4.0



Ethnography as a Method 79

4.3. Ethnography as a Method

Traditionally, ethnographers “have entered the spaces of their participants to gain a
deeper understanding of how people experience, perceive, create, and navigate the
social world,” (Hallett and Barber, 2014, p. 307). One official description of the process
provided by Burawoy, Burton, Ferguson & Fox (1991) is “the study of people in their
own time and space, in their own everyday lives,” (p. 2). Burawoy et al. (1991) argue
that it is best to study people in their natural habitats so as to better understand the
gaps between dialogs and practices, positioning the occurrences of “an everyday life
within larger social structures,” (Hallett and Barber, 2014, p. 307). In general, ethnogra-
phy can be considered an interpretative method that attempts to “to make meaning of
culture,” (Beneito-Montagut, 2011, p. 729). In today’s society, with the permeation of the
internet and communication technologies, Hallett and Barber (2014) find it “no longer
imaginable to conduct ethnography without considering online spaces,” (p. 307).

Due to this growing importance of online spaces, it is no surprise that an influx of vari-
ous styles of online ethnography has developed in recent years: “Ethnography analyses
human practices in the context of culture and now the internet is part of our culture,”
(Beneito-Montagut, 2011, p. 718). All of the following approaches see a methodological
necessity in adapting classical ethnographic techniques to digital contexts, “therefore
somewhat virtualizing them... skillfully mixing digital techniques with analogical tech-
niques (e.g., participant observation online and offline),” (Caliandro, 2017, p. 5). Some
of these updated ethnographic approaches include cyber-ethnography (Escobar, 1994),
virtual ethnography (Hine, 2000), internet ethnography (Miller and Slater, 2001), digital
ethnography (Murthy, 2008), netnography (Kozinets, 2010), expanded ethnography
(Beneito-Montagut, 2011), media ethnography (Pink et al., 2016) and the method se-
lected for this study: ethnography of virtual worlds (Boellstorff et al., 2012).

Utilizing an ethnography to study F2P games is beneficial, as most studies to date have
focused on big-data, quantitative methods (Paavilainen, Koskinen, Hamari, Kinnunen,
Alha, Keronen & Mayra, 2016), consumer-oriented marketing information (Sinclair,
2014), or other qualitative methods which focus on highly specific aspects of game cul-
ture: e.g. developers (Alha et al. 2014; Jordan et al. 2016), app platforms (Nieborg,
2015) or players’ perspectives (Lin & Sun, 2007). Ethnography of virtual worlds, howev-
er, is a method which allows researchers to address multiple facets of the culture at the
same time, giving them the ability to observe both developers and users, as well as as-
pects such as gameplay mechanics or themes presented in the game itself.

Furthermore, ethnography can be beneficial due to its ability to provide qualitative ap-
proaches to studying pursuits that are usually approached in a quantitative manner,
such as aspects of identification and gamer identity, for example (Shaw, 2013). Using
ethnography of virtual worlds, the researcher is able to answer specific questions re-
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garding media practices, ones that are not clear even when utilizing other qualitative
methods, such as content or discourse analysis. “Only ethnography can begin to an-
swer questions about what people really do with media, rather than what we imagine
they might do, or what close readings of texts assume they might do,” (Bird, 2003,
p.191). Hence, applying an ethnographic method to the research of free-to-play games
can ensure addressing specific gaps and phenomena revolving around the media prac-
tices of these games and their communities.

Finally, one gap that is yet to be tackled in the study of F2P games, regardless of how
much it may be addressed in other academic pursuits and the mainstream press, is that
of player experiences (Pirinen, 2016). Ethnography can be beneficial for focusing on
player experiences, because not only does the researcher immerse him or herself in the
community, interacting with players and extracting data from first-hand involvement, but
they also then tend to undergo gameplay events themselves, noting the accounts and
analyzing the journey throughout, for a richer and more nuanced experience. Hence,
ethnography as a method can result in thoughtful insights about player experiences
through the researcher’s intimate contact with players, immersion in the research envi-
ronment, and extreme familiarity with the research object itself.

Moving on to our selected ethnographic method, ethnography of virtual worlds, we first
have to determine what constitutes a virtual world. Boellstorff et al. describe virtual
worlds as having four qualities:

First, they are places and have a sense of worldness. They are not just spatial rep-
resentations but offer an object-rich environment that participants can traverse and
with which they can interact. Second, virtual worlds are multi-user in nature...Third,
they are persistent: they continue to exist in some form even as participants log
off...Fourth, virtual worlds allow participants to embody themselves, usually as ava-
tars (even if ‘textual avatars,’...) (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 7)

Empire fits the description of a virtual world, hence this approach is the most appropri-
ate method for its study, rather than the approaches of cyberethnography (Hallett &
Barber, 2014) and digital ethnography (Pink et al. 2016). These other methods, while
providing many similar data collection tools and analytical principles, do not deal with
the specific contexts of online virtual worlds, such as considerations concerning field
site selection both inside and outside of the game, or data collection while playing
online. Therefore, the ethnography of virtual worlds approach by Boellstorff et al. (2012)
is utilized in this research, featuring aspects that differ from traditionally defined virtual
ethnography (Beneito-Montagut, 2011), including a consideration of life outside the vir-
tual world and other offline contexts (Boellstorff et al., 2012).

Boellstorff et al.’s (2012) approach is a virtualized form of classic ethnography in many
ways. However instead of focusing on a single field site, it is considered a multi-sited
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ethnography, which “may thus be useful for capturing a holistic picture of the life of a
community or activity,” (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 60). This means that, instead of con-
ducting participant observation in only one location (the game world), we follow inform-
ants to other online spaces, dedicated to discussion and community activities. Marcus
(1995) suggests that ethnographers do this to better understand “social issues embed-
ded within a complex, globalized world,” (as cited in Hallett and Barber, 2014, p. 311).
Caliandro (2017) stresses the importance of multi-sited ethnography, mentioning that it
is important to “follow the medium and follow the natives” (p. 9) for effective ethnogra-
phy of social media environments.

Hallett and Barber (2014) find epistemological value in considering interactions within
overlapping online spaces. The same considerations are also made in this research.
For example, people who post on Empire’s message board do not necessarily represent
the maijority of players in the game world. Their opinions might therefore only be repre-
sentative of a niche collection of players. The opposite is also true: it is possible that
most people who play Empire do not post on message boards or participate in other
online spaces. This makes it imperative that all possible spaces are observed, in hopes
of collecting the largest scope of individual practices, opinions and experiences.

The selected ethnography is not completely virtual, however, and also includes multiple
considerations of offline contexts: “Depending on the research and its questions, we
may find ourselves weaving together online and offline contexts and components in the
fieldwork,” (Boellstorff et al. 2012, p. 61). This includes looking at relevant offline char-
acteristics or affiliations of our informants, including political, family and work structures,
as well as other relationships between real world concerns and the virtual world. These
offline contexts were mostly investigated during in-depth interviews, where it was possi-
ble to probe individuals in more detail, asking about real-world social situations, such as
their family and work lives.

Ethnography is not without its limitations. Still, it is a flexible method that is reshaped by
changes in online environments (Caliandro, 2017) and so some variations have been
made, where appropriate, to Boellstorff et al.’s (2012) approach. The method has on
occasion been criticized for not being able to provide sufficient data to generalize, given
the small size of the sample (Beneito-Montagut, 2011). However, with the use of the
hourglass model (Alasuutari, 1996), some claims that are applicable to a sample larger
than the one-game culture closely examined can hopefully be made. Moreover, ethnog-
raphy requires dealing with large amounts of data, which is time consuming and over-
whelming (Beneito-Montagut, 2011). Using a structured theoretical framework, however,
as well as focused data analysis techniques (see Subchapter 4.8.), one is able to han-
dle sizeable amounts of data in a time effective manner. A final concern is the risk of the
researcher changing participants’ behavior by partaking in the interaction (ibid). Never-
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theless, this was avoided as much as possible by adhering to specific ethical guidelines
(see Subchapter 4.7.).

Boellstorff et al.’s (2012) ethnographic approach allows for multiple ways of data collec-
tion. Out of the various suggested data collection methods, those selected for this re-
search were limited to in-depth interviews, participant observation and the archiving of
relevant message board threads and news stories. The suggestion by Ribbens and
Poels (2009) to triangulate methods in the hope of enhancing the study of player expe-
riences was also undertaken, albeit with a different constellation of tools. They originally
suggested the use of diaries, focus groups and video commentary to observe player
interactions with the game (ibid). Since in this ethnography, the area of interest extends
beyond player experiences and into other cultural practices, a variety of methods fo-
cused on observing interactions are made use of instead.
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4.4. Participant Observation

Participant observation is considered the “cornerstone of ethnography,” (Boellstorff et
al., 2012, p. 65), and is the one method of data collection that is fundamental, above all
others. To conduct participant observation in ethnography, the researcher has to en-
gage with the community and become known to his or her informants: “Through partici-
pant observation, ethnographers step into the social frame in which activity takes place,”
(Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 65). Taking part in the daily activities of a community provides
insights into the significance of these practices. Moreover, participant observation high-
lights various cultural customs or beliefs that participants might not be consciously
aware of or able to discuss in interviews (ibid). This method of data collection is a bal-
ancing act between taking part in the everyday activities of the culture and recording
and analyzing these practices (ibid).

Participating in the community means joining in with a number of activities, however,
participation does not have to occur at every level. This means that the researcher does
not have to go as far as hardcore gamers do in devising and digesting gaming strate-
gies: “Participant observation is not unreflective engagement; it is a refined craft that
entails a particular kind of joining in and a particular way of looking at things that de-
pends on the research question, field site, and practical constraints,” (Boellstorff et al,
2012, p. 65). Nevertheless, there is still a need for the researcher to have some practi-
cal knowledge of the group whose activities they will be participating in, “such as how to
behave appropriately...or realization of some of the challenges,” (ibid. p. 66). The re-
searcher arrives at this sort of information through their membership in the community,
while specialized knowledge, such as specific language skills, “can be leveraged to
move effectively in a field setting,” (ibid. p. 66). In this research, participant observation
began with previous knowledge of the challenges and problems affecting F2P gaming,
such as those mentioned in the theoretical framework (see Chapter 2.0). Within ethnog-
raphy of such virtual worlds, researchers can participate more deeply than real world
ethnography, which requires them to acquire certain skills (ibid). Due to this, there was
a need to learn the basics of gameplay, and some more advanced intricacies of Empire,
which allowed the researcher to progress far enough to form meaningful connections
with players of a higher level.

Defining the setting for participant observation is critical (Beneito-Montagut, 2011). As
mentioned earlier, there is value in considering overlapping online spaces, so as to ob-
serve a greater spectrum of individuals and activities. This participant observation initial-
ly began in the Empire game world, through observing individuals on the world map and
through their communication with the researcher through personal mail. Later, the ob-
servation progressed to the researcher’s participation as an alliance member (guilds in
Empire). Here, observation occurred primarily through alliance chat, which is available
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to all members, as well as private conversations through in-game mail. Aside from the
in-game world, participant observation also occurred in other Empire and online gaming
communities, primarily the official Empire forums and gaming Reddit forums. To be
considered an online community, a space has to meet four requirements: interactivity,
having more than two communicators, there being a common, public space where peo-
ple can interact, and a continued membership over time (Gruzd, Wellman & Takhteyev,
2011). Our online spaces met these four requirements and, while some of them (Reddit
communities) also dealt with games other than Empire, the researcher focused on par-
ticipating in and recording relevant information (comments) concerning the play and
practices of Empire, or other games employing the F2P model.

As for the duration of participant observation, Boellstorff et al. (2012) recommend a min-
imum of one year or longer for multi-sited ethnographies, which ensures immersion in
the community through sufficient time being spent engaging with it. In this ethnography,
participant observation occurred for a period of 18 months, from October 2015 until
March 2017. During this time, the researcher participated in the gaming world and
online communities, leveling their account and recording observations in extensive field
notes. The field notes were organized on a regular basis with dates and timestamps,
and all fitted into one of three general observation categories dealing with either game-
play, community or monetization. The notes were recorded in an approximately 200-
page document, which included relevant and illustrative screenshots. Instead of using a
two-boxing method, which involves using two computers — one for play and one for
recording field notes (Boellstorff et al. 2012) — the researcher simply used one comput-
er. This is because Empire is a browser game and is not too graphically demanding; it
can be played while concurrently conducting other computational activities, and there
are natural pauses in gameplay that allowed the researcher to regularly minimize the
browser and record important information.

After the initial induction period, the researcher contacted informants when joining an
alliance. As suggested by Boellstorff et al. (2012), care was taken when recruiting in-
formants. They were told from the beginning about the intentions of the researcher and
his study objectives. In addition to this, first contact was always made through a group
gatekeeper (ibid), the alliance leader in this case, who could vouch for the researcher
and help to build trust with other members of the group. The recruited informants high-
lighted other online communities that the researcher should observe, including specific
forums and Reddit communities to which the participant observation eventually expand-
ed. As is customary for this data collection method, attention was given not only to what
participants were saying, but also to how they behaved and their practices in the game.
Overall, within the game world, around 90 participants were observed, and they hailed
from two different alliances, which the researcher was part of during the 18-month long
ethnography. The observation of all online spaces continued until no new phenomena
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were being recorded. Still, even when official participant observation had ended, light
surveillance continued to occur. This involved the researcher browsing online communi-
ties and occasionally checking his in-game account, amending field notes and supple-
menting them with information as needed.

Overall, this form of data collection provided a flexible approach that could be adapted
in response to the intricacies of the culture being researched. Additionally, it provided a
holistic view of the Empire community or culture, highlighting diverse activities and in-
teractions, and providing insight into issues that “no amount of quantification can fully
illuminate,” (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 67). The practices and phenomena observed dur-
ing this stage of data collection were then later expanded upon, using statements from
the in-depth interviews conducted.
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4.5. In-depth Interviews

Interviews are central to this study, as with any ethnographic research. Boellstorff et al.
(2012) state that they cannot think of any ethnographies that did not contain interviews.
However, conducting interviews alone is insufficient. As a result, in our ethnography, in-
depth interviews are used to supplement other data collected from participant observa-
tion (Boyce & Neale, 2006). This method of data collection is effective in gathering very
detailed information on sensitive subjects (ibid), some of which informants may feel too
reserved to share in a group chat, such as the amount of money spent on in-game
items or currency. Moreover, in-depth interviews provide interpretative responses, or
“the connections and relationships a person sees between particular events, phenome-
na, and beliefs,” (Mack et al. 2005, p. 30) which is something participant observation
cannot provide. This is a critical part of describing communities and cultures, since “the
meanings people give to their actions and the world around them form an essential
component of understanding,” (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 92). Interviews also provide an
opportunity for members to comment on intricate features of their community, for “in-
formants can sometimes be eloquent commentators about their cultures, as ethnog-
raphers have long noted” (ibid, p. 93). Such interviews allow participants to provide in-
sights into practices that the researcher might have missed or not been familiar with.
Nevertheless, in-depth interviews are not without their limitations; they can be affected
by researcher bias and can be time intensive (Boyce and Neale, 2006). Care was taken
to carry out effective and ethical interviewing, with the aim of ensuring that participants
were neither being primed nor left to get bored (Boellstorff et al., 2012).

For this ethnography, 10 semi-structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with both
Empire gamers and professionals from the company (see Table 6 for a full list of partici-
pants). A smaller number of participants was seen as preferable, to gain richer insights
into the cultural practices and phenomena. Semi-structured interviews were selected, as
they provide a mixture of flexibility and preparedness that is essential for effective inter-
viewing (Boellstorff et al., 2012). The interview guideline was developed based on theo-
retical implications from the circuit of culture (du Gay et. al, 1997), as well as practices
and phenomena of interest that arose during participant observation. A pre-test of the
guideline was conducted with one game professional from GGS and one Empire player.
Changes to the guideline were then made based on the pretest. This resulted in a final
interview guideline comprising 25 questions (not including follow-ups), divided into four
sections: spending, play and ownership (appropriation and identification context), regu-
lation in-and-out of game (regulation context), interaction with players (appropriation
and identification), and opinion on the free-to-play monetization model. The guideline
was altered for interviews with professionals, with the spending, play and ownership
section supplemented by one on game mechanics (adding the production context), as
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well as an additional section added that addressed the practices GGS professionals
observe within the community, as regulators.

Five individuals were game players from the alliance that the researcher was part of,
while the other five individuals were professionals, employed by Goodgame Studios
(GGS), and working on Empire. The professionals were all working in the customer rela-
tions department, as either community managers or customer service representatives.
This ensured that they had the largest amount of contact with members of the communi-
ty and were familiar with their issues, either through the official game forums or through
ticketing system, in which the users complained about their issues. Hence these inter-
views with professionals could investigate all the five contexts of the circuit of culture, as
opposed to only the context of production when interviewing developers, or representa-
tion when interviewing those responsible for marketing and PR. Additionally, with F2P
games functioning more like services than products (see Subchapter 2.1.), there is
more emphasis on customer services and community management, making these roles
quite central in any company.

The range of participants was steered by strategic selection (Alasuutari, 1996), instead
of purposive sampling (Mack et al., 2005). However, interviews continued until theoreti-
cal saturation, meaning until no new insights or answers were being gained from re-
peated interviews. The decision to use strategic selection was done in order to provide
a “unified picture of different cultural logics,” (Alasuutari, 1996, p. 376) within the same
community, and concerning the relevant contexts of Empire culture.

Interviews were conducted both face-to-face and online. Face-to-face interviews took
place with game professionals in Hamburg, where the company is based. Participants
were interviewed in their homes with no one else present, to ensure complete privacy
(Mack et. al, 2006). These interviews were all longer than an hour on average, with the
longest being one hour and twenty minutes and the shortest one hour and five minutes.
The interviews were recorded and verbal consent to do this was acquired at the begin-
ning of each conversation. As for the interviews with gamers, all of them (except for one
interview with the alliance leader) were conducted using instant messaging chat on the
community application ‘Discord’. The alliance leader was interviewed using Skype voice
chat, and the call lasted exactly one hour. The other chat interviews lasted between one
and two hours, due to the time taken to type out replies. Consent was also acquired at
the beginning of these interviews, whether typed out in chat or spoken.
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Table 6: Profiles of interview participants; names have been changed to provide anonymity.

Name Age Gender Occupation Gamer In-game
Identification Spending
Zelda 30 F Community Manager and =~ Casual Gamer None
Customer Service Repre-
sentative
Arcanine 26 M Community Manager Hardcore Gam-  None
er
Gul’dan 31 M Customer Operations Hardcore Gam-  Occasional
Coach / Game Expert er
Weasley 36 M Community Manager Regular Gamer  None
Lara 31 F Customer Service Repre-  Non-gamer None
sentative
Lowlander 62 M Service Tech Regular Gamer  Constant
6eyes 53 M Project Manager Non-gamer Budgeted
spending
Eek 62 M Retired Non-gamer Occasional
Mr. X 64 M Engineer Surveyor Regular Gamer = Budgeted
spending
Pott 55 M Gardener Regular Gamer  Occasional

Some additional considerations were made for the text interviews, due to the nature of
the method. Firstly, textual listening was applied. This is a skill closely associated with
online research, that requires an understanding of “the nuances and conventions of
online communication,” (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 101). This can include not only acro-
nyms, like lol (laugh out loud) and jk (just kidding), but also other “typographic conven-
tions” (ibid, p. 101) such as emotes (e.g. :), :(, :/) and their connotations. Moreover, at-
tention was given to the “typing” indicator compared to the length of the interviewees’
answers, to ascertain whether participants were censoring themselves or hesitant to
reply to certain questions. One limitation to these online interviews comes through the
lack of facial expressions (ibid). However, this was balanced through particularly close
textual listening and understanding.

The social desirability of interview respondents was addressed through special ques-
tioning techniques customary of in-depth interviews (Mack et al., 2006). By not prompt-
ing interview participants and only using appropriate follow up questions, the social de-
sirability bias of respondents was reduced as much as possible. However, there is al-
ways the researchers own bias to take into consideration and how this might have influ-
enced the participants own responses. Still, through remaining objective in speech, text
and body language, and practicing proper questioning techniques, the researcher at-
tempted to reduce both his own biases and the social desirability of respondents.
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Once all interviews had been completed, transcription was conducted using ‘Transcrip-
tions’ software for the MacOs operating system: a basic software that provides rich text
files with time stamps. Boellstorff et al. (2012) argue that for some researchers, tran-
scription is considered data collection, while for others, it is part of the data analysis
phase. In this research, transcription fits both stages. While it is not fully-fledged data
analysis, certain notes were made and used to improve the coding agenda used for the
data analysis stage.
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4.6. Other Data Collection Methods

Within this ethnography, other data sources were used to supplement the field notes for
participant observation and interview transcripts. These were primarily the archives of
news articles, as well as forum posts and their corresponding user comments. Noted in
this subchapter is also the usage of screenshots, chat logs, and virtual artifacts from
within the game.

Chat logs and screenshots were used to complement the field notes and illustrate cer-
tain practices. Screenshots are not used in isolation and are always put in context with
the use of other notes, since they “are most usefully treated as representations of as-
pects of culture; not recordings of whole cultures or of symbols that will have complete
or fixed meanings,” (Pink, 2007, p. 75). Chat logs were also essential in data collection
as they contain, “a wide range of intermingled ethnographic data, from formal interviews
to informal conversations and environmental data,” (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 114). Un-
like other MMORPGS, chat log data cannot be exported in Empire, therefore, essential
pieces of alliance chat and longer casual chat sessions were manually captured in
browser screenshots. Screenshots were also used to capture certain virtual artifacts
(specific in-game items or tools), interactions between players, or key elements within
game design and execution, such as popup offers to buy in-game currency or items.
Capturing virtual artifacts proved useful in initiating conversation with informants, as well
as adding to the analysis, helping to answer issues regarding the use of virtual items in
signaling group membership or constructing personal identity. As suggested by
Boellstorff et al (2012), screenshots used have all been edited to preserve the privacy of
the players, changing or covering their names when possible.

A key principle in ethnography is following informants to other online spaces, however,
there is a need to archive data obtained there (Boellstorff et al., 2012). In this case, in-
formants were followed to the official Empire forums, as well as a suggested number of
general Reddit gaming boards. While data collected from these sources is important, it
is not analyzed in isolation, and is placed in context with participant observation data
and interviews because both official and non-official forums “often attract particular
players who may not accurately reflect the community at large and, if studied out of con-
text, misrepresent player perspectives,” (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 119). Based on is-
sues raised during participant observation or interviews, forum posts were selected pur-
posively for analysis from the official Empire boards. The selection was done to provide
a complete picture of cultural logistics, as suggested by Alasuutari (1996). They ad-
dressed issues such as the fairness of the game and the price of certain items. Broader
issues regarding free-to-play were tackled on general Reddit boards and social media
threads or user comments. Specific user comments from various threads and social
media posts were then archived and added to the field notes.
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In addition to this archiving, news articles and their corresponding user comments were
also collected. Articles were again sampled purposively, selected when dealing with
issues concerning Empire, its development company (GGS), or other information rele-
vant to the core themes of the research, such as controversies surrounding F2P games,
their specific practices (microtransactions), development or regulation. In total, there
were 30 articles and complete forum threads selected for coding.
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4.7. Ethical Considerations

For this research, certain ethical considerations and steps were taken to ensure that the
research was conducted properly. All the information within this study was obtained
from public domains. This includes usernames, individual posts and other data available
on official Empire servers, as well as Reddit forums. Within the game, the researcher
acted as a normal player, however on message boards, the researcher did not get in-
volved in conversations. Moreover, the researcher did not conduct any acts of deception
or subterfuge, such as experimenting on participants or posting comments using a fake
identity, both of which are approaches classically rejected by ethnographers (Boellstorff
et al., 2012). In the following section, we discuss ethical considerations put forward by
Boellstorff et al. (2012) as essential to conducting good ethnographic research, such as
the principles of care, consent, and anonymity, and the concepts of deception and the
accuracy of portrayals.

The principle of care, as described by Boellstorff et al. (2012) suggests “taking good
care” of informants (p. 130). This, however, extends beyond not hurting them. It also
means making sure that they are rewarded in some way for their participation in the re-
search. In this ethnography, special care was taken not to harm any informants within
the game, either by disclosing private information they gave, or through specific in-game
actions. Additionally, informants were regularly gifted with in-game items, both after in-
terviews and when helping the researcher out with a problem or a question in-game.
These gifts primarily consisted of attack and defense tools circulated between alliance
members. Additionally, after the ethnography was completed, the researcher’s account
was handed over to the alliance leader to redistribute the virtual assets as they saw fit.
This included reassigning castle outposts or settlements, which can be taken over by
other accounts. These outposts are considered valuable, as they produce resources
and act as extensions to the main castle.

With regard to consent, participants were asked to give their consent to being inter-
viewed before the interviews took place. This was recorded verbally for face-to-face in-
terviews and in text for chat interviews. With participation observation, although it occurs
in public spaces, some practitioners of the method consider it morally questionable that
participants not be asked to consent to being observed (Beneito-Montagut, 2011).
Therefore, consent was received from most participants (when possible) by having the
alliance leader explain the researcher’s position and goals in joining the alliance. Mem-
bers were given a chance to refuse and be omitted from the observation. No members
chose to be omitted from observation, even when they had declined to be interviewed.
As suggested by Boellstorff et al. (2012), informants were also regularly updated about
the status of the research, in order to maintain good relationships.
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An important ethical step for many ethnographic studies is providing anonymity to par-
ticipants, protecting identities and any confidential information (ibid). In this research,
anonymity is provided by fabricating all the names of interview participants, as well as
the players observed. Names have also been blurred out in screenshots using photo
editing software. Some names of users posting on public message boards have been
preserved, however; since the information is publicly available to anyone looking for it.
Boellstorff et al. (2012) also suggest the fabrication of collective identities, such as
guilds, and even changing parts of events. While the names of the alliances have been
changed, events have been recounted as they occurred. This is because none of the
issues dealt with were sensitive enough to need modification.

A final ethical consideration for this study is the question of how to attempt an accurate
portrayal of the F2P Empire game culture. This can be challenging, as data analysis is
an interpretative task: “An ethnography is an interpretation; it is neither God’s truth nor
the final word,” (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 149). Nevertheless, care was taken to present
the most precise and fair portrayal of the lives, practices and actions of the informants,
and GGS. This process continues throughout, even when dealing with confidential and
troubling issues, such as questionably large amounts of money spent in-game, or family
and work troubles incurred due to Empire gameplay.
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4.8. Data Analysis

In order to answer the research questions mentioned earlier, the goal of data analysis is
divided between analyzing cultural patterns and pinpointing differences between the
culture in this case study and others. When analyzing cultural patterns, we adhere to
Hepp’s (2009) suggestion on researching media cultures, observing patterns on all
three levels established in theories of social constructivism: “a mentalistic (emphasizing
the relevance of classificatory systems), a textual (emphasizing the relevance of discur-
sive formations) and a praxeological (emphasizing the relevance of everyday meaning
production through practices)” (p. 9). In simplified terms, this means that the interest in
cultural patterns is not only in what people do (practices), but also what they say (or
write) and how they perceive themselves and other groups.

The practices analyzed for each context are viewed on either the micro level
when dealing with individuals or individual contexts, the meso level when dealing with
organizations or group constructs, and finally, the macro level when dealing with the
highest construct or culture as a whole (Elmezeny & Wimmer, 2018). The view of cul-
tural practices on a specific level is applied to each context dependent on the nature
and phrasing of the research question. For example, when analyzing the transformation
the model brings to themes within the game, this is considered viewing practices on the
micro level. However, when observing the transformation the model has on the game’s
image in media and public discourse, this is considered viewing practices on the macro
level (Elmezeny & Wimmer, 2018). Nevertheless, for RQ2, staying true to the circuit of
culture framework, which states that the contexts are continuously occurring and influ-
encing each other (du Gay et al., 1997), the practices are observed on multiple levels
(micro, meso and macro) simultaneously. This is important since the objective of this
research question is to analyze how the contexts transform each other, and because
contexts are not actors, transformations are empirically observed through the actors
within them, on the micro (individuals), meso (groups and organizations) and macro
level (culture as a whole).

In this work, methods from ethnographic data analysis (Boellstorff et al. 2012) and quali-
tative content analysis, as dictated by Mayring (2000), are combined. This is done to
systemize ethnographic data analysis and ensure a more organized approach. First, the
specifics borrowed from ethnographic analysis will be stated, followed by the qualitative
content analysis process.

Ethnographic data analysis is a complex process that involves pattern recognition and
requires flexibility (Boellstorff et al., 2012). Some aspects of Boellstorff et al.’s (2012)
method are integrated into this analysis, such as noting reflections during fieldwork, and
utilizing a non-linear analytical process, weaving together the steps of data collection
and analysis. In our case, this includes taking down specific notes, aside from partici-
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pant observation data, to later be integrated into our analysis process and coding agen-
da. The majority of data analysis, though, took place after the field work was completed
(ibid), which is also in line with Mayring’s (2000) qualitative data analysis process.

When working with the three types of data obtained (participant observation, transcripts
and archived posts/news), specific considerations from ethnographic analysis were uti-
lized. For participant observation data, the main objective was to discover patterns and
important issues for participants. Through participation, attempts were also made to un-
derstand the culture from the inside. Moreover, data that was contradictory to our as-
sumptions is also included, as this can “often open up the possibility of new and unex-
pected discoveries or serve to illuminate our understanding of cultural norms,”
(Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 169). When working with participant observation data, Mill’'s
(1959) concept of ‘sociological imagination’ was also important, suggesting that we
should “move in and out of the data, observing it at different scales, from the most mi-
nute detail to the broadest overall pattern of culture,” (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 169).

Interview data (transcripts), on the other hand, was analyzed in the context of other data
and not in isolation (ibid). This means that interview transcripts were constantly com-
pared to findings from participant observation, and put into context. The most common
form of assessment is comparing what people say to their actual practices (ibid.). More-
over, interview data is used to highlight how informants speak about certain issues and
cultural practices, not just what they say. For example, this might include whether they
feel comfortable or guilty when disclosing how much money they spend on the game.
Finally, direct quotes are used from interviews to “bring our participants to life...and add
authenticity to our characterization of cultures,” (Boellstorff et al., 2012, p. 172). This
could also include anecdotes or stories recounted by interviewees dealing with phe-
nomena of interest.

At the same time, working with archived forum posts and news articles, it was important
to use this data to detail the specifics of phenomena discussed in interviews and partici-
pant observation, but not to overload the analysis (ibid.). Informed by knowledge of the
culture, the main objective was to thematically organize this textual data to fit other pat-
terns spotted in interviews and participant observation (ibid). A constant in working with
all these types of data is the integration of theory, using it as a lens to view said data
and maintain dialogue with it (ibid.). The context provided by the circuit of culture (du
Gay et al., 1997) and other important concepts from the theoretical framework (see
Chapter 2.0) are used to observe different viewpoints of social reality (Alasuutari, 1996),
which is also a key step in the selected process of Mayring’s (2000) qualitative content
analysis.

The main benefit of utilizing Mayring’s (2000) analysis process is “to preserve the ad-
vantages of quantitative content analysis as developed within communication science
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and to transfer and further develop them to qualitative-interpretative steps of analysis,”
(p. 1). Classically, content analysis can be defined as “the use of replicable and valid
method [sic] for making specific inferences from text to other states or properties of its
source," (Krippendorff, 1969, as cited in Mayring, 2000, p. 3). This analysis process is
centered around text interpretation, and focuses on: fitting analyzed material into a
model of communication (the circuit of culture, in our case), having rules for the analysis
(a procedure), having categories in the center of the analysis (text is put into specific
codes) and having criteria for reliability and validity (Mayring, 2000). Due to these rea-
sons, and a more systematic coding process, Mayring’s (2000) approach was selected
over Krippendorf's (2004) qualitative content analysis approach. Additionally, this meth-
od was chosen over grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss, 1967), as there is substantial
existing theory on game cultures, serving as a basis for deductive codes as well as in-
spiration for inductive ones.

While a more exploratory, analytical approach might seem suitable given the circuit of
cultural framework, the selected data analysis method which combines approach from
Mayring (2000) and Boellstorff et al. (2012) is not completely without exploration. The
merged procedure has multiple coding phases, of which the first is completely explora-
tory, and allows for the development of inductive categories based on the observation of
cultural practices. This phase is inline with the circuit of culture framework, while later
steps of data analysis allow for the systemization of qualitative data, and the
thematization of codes to successfully answer the research questions.

The procedure we follow is made up of four primary steps: inductive category develop-
ment, deductive category development, coding agenda construction, and finally, the
application of the agenda to data. The systemization and process for the category de-
veloped is taken from Mayring’s approach (2000), while contextual considerations and
interpretation of data is borrowed from Boellstorff et al.’s (2012) ethnography of virtual
worlds’ approach (for an overview of the combined analysis process please refer to Fig-
ure 5).

As with ethnography’s suggestion of emergent analysis (Boellstorff et al., 2012), induc-
tive category development consists of the formulation of codes through dealing with col-
lected data. Here, codes are developed through a preliminary analysis of the data and
guided by research interests and a theoretical background (Mayring, 2000). Some ex-
amples of inductive codes are: tiered customer service (production context), budgeting
in play (appropriation context), gamer identity and pay status (identification context) and
representing value in-game (representation context).

The next step is deductive category development. Here, categories are built based on
previous surveyed literature and the theoretical framework: “The main idea here is to
give explicit definitions, examples and coding rules for each deductive category, deter-
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mining exactly under what circumstances a text passage can be coded with a category,”
(Mayring, 2000, p. 5). Some examples of deductive categories include dark patterns in
game design (production context [Zagal et al., 2013]), social relationships and integra-
tion into daily routine (appropriation context [Wimmer & Nickol, 2013]), gamer identity
(identification context [Shaw, 2013]) and self-regulation (regulation context [Woodford,
2013]). In most cases, deductive codes are inspired by surveyed literature but not di-
rectly adapted from it. For example, codes dealing with the appropriation context are
adapted from Wimmer & Nickol's (2013) interview guideline sections. However, not all
sections were selected because their focus is on how games are domesticated and ap-
propriated into daily (social) life, while the question in this research is how F2P games
are appropriated by individuals. Hence, the entire coding scheme could not be properly
adapted, and only the relevant categories were chosen and supplemented by inductive
codes.

Subsequently, both types of category were combined to create a coding agenda
(Mayring, 2000). A pre-test was conducted on approximately 25% of the material, mak-
ing sure to apply the agenda to all types of data: interview transcripts, field notes, and
articles or posts. After the pre-test, categories and coding rules were revised, with un-
necessary codes removed and those that were too similar merged. The five main codes
in the coding agenda are built on the theory of the circuit of culture (du Gay et al, 1997).
Each of these main codes coheres with one of the contexts of Empire’s game culture
(regulation, appropriation, etc.). Under each of these main codes are sub-codes that
deal with specific practices or phenomena distinct to each of these contexts. For exam-
ple, under the context of (re)production, there are the sub-codes of Design and Mainte-
nance, and each of these sub-codes is then further divided into other sub-codes. Design
is divided into Temporal, Monetary, and Social Dark Patterns, while Maintenance con-
tains codes such as Targeted Offers, Tiered Service and Compensation. Due to the
coding agenda incorporating all major contexts from the circuit of culture, coded seg-
ments within major and sub-codes include a variety of individuals (game professionals
and users), groups (guilds, GGS, etc.), practices (habitual gameplay) and messages (in-
game advertisements). While codes reveal a glimpse of the total population from the
culture analyzed, or phenomena from certain contexts, what remains constant among
all codes is that they take place at the level of practice. This means that all phenomena
coded consist of specific customs, which were observed in process during the 18-month
ethnography, or which were recounted to the researcher during interviews. Even when
looking at messages, such as in-game advertisements, these are considered practices
carried out by the company itself.
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Research Questions }4

Theoretical based definition of aspects: main and l;eviev»f Olf data 5_25'50%) based on
sub categories. > theoretical grounding

Pinpointing definitions and selection
criteria for inductive categories.

|

Formulating inductive categories

Collection of inductive and deductive codes into based on review of material (20-
a cohesive coding agenda. Theoretically based 50%) and  merging  possibly
formulations of coding rules and examples. overlapping codes.

Pre-test of coding agenda through application to
approximately 20-50% of material.

Final revision of coding agenda: removing
irrelevant codes and rethinking or merging
constantly overlapping codes.

Coding material/data Interpretation of results based on
completely systematizing and theming coded
segments

Contextualizing based on theory and
ethnographic observations

Figure 5: Data analysis process used in this research, combining aspects of Mayring's (2000)
qualitative content analysis and Boellstorff et al.'s (2012) ethnography of virtual worlds.

Once the coding agenda has been finalized, analysis of the data begins. Participant ob-
servation was handled first, followed by interview data, and finally archived news and
posts. At certain points, when handling transcripts, the researcher referred back to par-
ticipant observation data, to further contextualize the interview. Analysis of data contin-
ued until satisfactory answers to the research question had been reached (Mayring,
2000), and when new themes or patterns no longer arose (Boellstorff et al., 2012). The
first stage of data analysis utilized the coding agenda to separate and categorize phe-
nomena, summarizing the amount of data to be analyzed. For example, quotations and
observations that deal with game usage by individuals are coded within appropriation
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and its sub-codes, such as when users discuss how frequently they play the game or
with whom. Other data, dealing with the development and maintenance of the game, is
coded under (re)production and its respective sub-codes. This stage resulted in a total
of 1931 coded segments from all three data types: fieldnotes, interviews and articles.
These codes were then refined into themes in a secondary round of coding to assist in
answering the RQs.

As a detailed illustration of this type of coding, we can utilize the sub-code Temporal
Dark Patterns, under the main code of (re)production, which deals with development
and maintenance aspects of the game. When using this code, segments within inter-
views or fieldnotes were coded concerning game mechanics and the aspects of the
game that were protracted (long waiting times, excessive repetition, etc.) and that play-
ers were encouraged to spend money to alleviate the effects of. For instance, during the
early stage of the 18-month ethnography, the long queue times for troop recruitment
first noted by the researcher were coded under this sub-code. Additionally, any time
players complained in alliance chat about the time it took to recruit troops, or
build/upgrade certain structures, this was also coded under the Temporal Dark Patterns
sub-code. To better illustrate the coding of practices that deal with social aspects, we
can utilize the sub-code of Social Obligations, under the main code of Appropriation.
Using this code, segments in interviews or field notes were coded concerning observa-
tions or statements made about any social commitments that might influence individu-
als’ gameplay. For example, during interviews, when participants stated that they
stopped playing the game at certain times to take care of their children or significant
others, it was coded under this sub-code, e.g. “I don'’t let it interfere with my real life
such as work or my family. So, | try to schedule in around it,” (Beyes, personal commu-
nication, January, 2017). Similarly, when users stated that they were “afk” (away from
keyboard), taking care of similar family or community responsibilities in the game alli-
ance chat, it was also coded as such.

A secondary round of coding then took place to find specific patterns within each code,
and relationships between the coded phenomena. The method for the secondary round
of coding is borrowed from the ethnography of virtual worlds approach suggested by
Boellstorff et al. (2012). Here, coding segments are systemized and thematized (ibid) to
provide suitable answers to the research questions proposed. Thematization translates
the codes from a sub-code into relatable findings by detecting precise patterns within
the segments coded. A succinct example of this is the VIP and Data Driven Design sub-
theme, under the Culture Commercialization through Maintenance theme
([reJproduction context). Here, the only code utilized for this sub-theme is user opinions;
however, patterns arising within coded segments indicate that the only user opinions
that mattered to Goodgame Studios were those of the VIPs (high paying users), with
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those who do not pay being largely ignored. This marks the culmination of this particular
theme.

To better illustrate the thematization and systemization process, two example themes
from separate cultural contexts (and the codes which compose them) are exhibited. The
first is Commercialization through Maintenance, from the (re)production context, while
the second is Personal Gamer Identity, from the Identification context. The first theme
from the (re)production context is a main theme, which means that from Commercializa-
tion through to Maintenance there exist sub-themes (Tiered Offers or Sniper Marketing,
Segregation in Customer Service, etc.). These effectively function as systematized
groupings of various codes within this cultural context, which make thematic sense. For
instance, Tiered offers or Sniper Marketing group codes dealt with the practice of target-
ing users with specific offers, as well as providing them with unique packages based on
their account balance (light/heavy/non-pay user). Segregation in Customer Service, on
the other hand, is a sub-theme which grouped codes concerning game maintenance
practices, and revolved around compensating users’ missing digital goods, where the
quality of customer service provided was contingent upon the payment status of the us-
ers.

Likewise, the Personal Gamer Identity is a main theme under which several sub-themes
exist that group codes into systematized detailed observations. Sub-themes such as
Gamer Identity, Ownership and Attachment to Virtual Property, Gamer Identity and
Payment; or Employee Identity and Company Values all deal with separate themes.
Nevertheless, they also group some of the same codes. All these sub-themes deal with
the concept of ‘gamer identity,” hence codes from the agenda which relate to classifying
this phenomenon (e.g. self-identification, community involvement, game and media
preference, non-gamer qualities) are part of each of these sub-themes. However, each
sub-theme still includes its own unique set of codes dealing with distinct practices.
Gamer Identity and Payment includes codes which deal with Gamer Identity Negotiation
with Pay Status, among others; while Employee Identity and Company Values includes
the code Gamer Identity Negation with Company Actions and Values, as well as others.
In addition to grouping similar codes, themes and sub-themes also serve to showcase
specific patterns within coded segments, which are only detected in this round of analy-
sis. The examples stated here are just a few themes and sub-themes. For a full list of
these themes from RQ1, and their respective codes, please refer to Table 9 in Chapter
5.0.

This thematization and systemization stage is considered the major part of data analy-
sis. However, interpretation of coded segments is not restricted to this stage alone and
can also occur during the writing process, in keeping with the non-linear analysis ap-
proach of virtual ethnography (Boellstorff et al., 2012). In addition to answering the stat-
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ed research questions, analyzed data was also used to connect our case study to gen-
eral issues and a larger social context (ibid.; Alasuutari, 1997), primarily comparing the
culture of Empire to other F2P or pay-to-play games.

To answer RQ1 (and its sub-research questions), or how the F2P model transforms the
various contexts of Empire game culture, codes from each respective context have
been used to answer their counterpart sub-RQ. For example, deductive codes dealing
with dark patterns, and inductive ones dealing with the maintenance of the game, are
used to answer sub-RQ: how the F2P model transforms the (re)production context of
game culture. Dark patterns, the players’ responses and reactions to these actions, and
the contexts in which the patterns themselves arose, were all used to answer the re-
search question. Due to the contextual coding of phenomena, not only were occurrenc-
es of dark patterns coded, but so was how they were used, how they can be avoided,
and how they build on each other. This all aided in the increased commercialization of
Empire’s game culture through gameplay design. In some cases, codes outside of a
sub-RQ’s context were used to help answer the research question. This was also the
case with some practices in the appropriation context, detailing social relationships in
the game, where some codes from the identification context (pay status) were used to
assist in answering the questions of how, and why, individuals form relationships in the
game’. For a more detailed overview of which codes were used to answer which sub-
RQs, please refer to the Code-RQ matrix at the end of this chapter (Table 8), which dis-
plays this data in a simplified form, emphasizing which codes were used in answering
each respective sub-RQ. Alternatively, for an overview of themes which arose from
each respective context, and how this led to answering each sub-RQ in RQ1, please
refer to Table 9 in Chapter 5.0.

To answer RQ2, or how the various contexts of F2P transform each other, codes across
each context were made use of. Due to contextual coding, some transformations are
coded as part of the phenomena examined from each context. For example, when cod-
ing phenomena under the context of representation, or more specifically how the image
of the game (and company) are perceived negatively in public discourse and the main-
stream press, codes which helped the researcher come to this conclusion also high-
lighted a transformation from other contexts which led to this negative image, such as
questionable development and customer service tactics ([re]production context) which
helped build the negative reputation. While these contexts were all coded as separate
practices (questionable development and maintenance tactics in [re]production and a
negative image in representation), due to the qualitative nature of the coding process,
the relationship between these contexts can be inferred from interviewee statements
noted during the secondary coding phase, which were then analyzed and rationalized.
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This is quite typical when using the circuit of culture, as the process or contexts of the
circuit “need not follow in succession” and “[a]ny process may interrelate with any other,
depending upon cultural circumstances,” (Champ and Brock, 2010, p. 577). Each spe-
cific contextual relationship was coded using an assembly of codes across all contexts.
An example of each type of relationship, which is further expanded upon in Chapter 5.0,
is given below in Table 7. For a more general overview, Table 8 at the end of the chap-
ter shows which general codes were used to answer RQ2 overall.

The contextual coding that occurred also helps to emphasize in which direction the
transformations take place (whether single or multidirectional). Using the example of the
game’s negative image in mainstream media again, this can be considered a single di-
rectional transformation in practice, because the questionable (re)production tactics can
modify the game’s image, while the game’s image in mainstream media did little to alter
development and customer service tactics during the course of the 18-month ethnogra-
phy. For more on single and multidirectional contextual relationships, please refer to
RQ2 (see 5.7). The overall process of coding relationships was assisted by the use of
the MAXQDA code relationships browser, which uses visual analysis to display a grid of
intersecting codes, allowing the researcher to detect which codes overlap most fre-
quently, and narrowing down possible connections.

In a sense, when answering RQ2, these relationships function as themes do in RQ1,
under which codes can be grouped, making them the second step in analysis. These
relationships are a collection of interactions between the multiple contexts, or their sub-
phenomena, noting the transformations that occur between each individual context or
practice.

Finally, it is important to note that in order to observe the transformation process,
whether in the first or second research question, statements of interview participants are
used in a way which compares cultural practices from Empire’s community over time.
Player or professionals, for example, will state that production practices have changed
since the inception of the game, or that their gameplay habits have developed a certain
rhythm over time, indicating the transformative process of the payment model. Addition-
ally, statements from participants comparing cultural practices to game communities
with traditional payment models are also used, since this also indicates a transformation
process from the state of game culture before using microtransactions. Alternatively,
some temporal transformations in Empire’s game culture are also observable through
analyzing forum posts and news sources that indicate changes in the game or compa-
ny’s business approach. This archival information is especially beneficial in answering
RQ2, as it assists in theoretically explaining the outcome of certain relationships. For
example, how certain production practices can hurt emotional appeal (Carroll, 2011) in
public discourse.
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Table 7: Summary of codes utilized in explaining each contextual transformation relationship.

Relationship

Two-context, single directional relationship
between (re)production and representation
(Fig. 7)

Two-context, single directional relationship
between regulation and representation (Fig.
8)

Two-context, single directional relationship
between (re)production and appropriation
(Fig. 9)

Two-context, bidirectional relationship
between spending habits and gamer identi-
ty (Fig. 10)

Two-context, bidirectional relationship
between virtual aspect value and player
investments (Fig. 11)

Three-context, single directional relation-
ship between questionable production
matters, player and employee identities and
representation of the game and company.
(Fig. 12)

Three-context, multidirectional relationship
between group identification, social play
and antisocial behavior mechanics (Fig. 13)

Four-context relationship between ques-
tionable development practices, employee
identities, in-game regulation and represen-
tation in public discourse (Fig. 14)

Four-context relationship highlighting a
multidirectional transformation between
appropriation and three respective contexts
of identification, production and regulation
(Fig. 15)

Contextual relationship between all five
contexts of Empire's game culture. (Fig. 16)

Sub-codes Utilized

Temporal/monetary dark patterns, antisocial behavior mechanics,
psychological tricks, tiered service/offers; as well as unofficial repre-
sentation of game/company and official representation of
game/company.

Compensation, tiered service/offers and differences in user man-
agement; as well as unofficial representation of game/company and
official representation of game/company.

Tiered service/offers, targeted offers, antisocial behavior mechanics,
psychological trickery, temporal/monetary dark patterns; as well as
social rules, spending and play experience, and budgeting currency.

Spending and play experience, self-assessment of financial invest-
ment; as well as gamer identity, self-identification (gaming usage)
and gaming identity negotiations with pay status.

Self-assessment of financial/temporal investment; as well as gamer
identity, self-identification (gaming usage) and gaming identity nego-
tiations with value of virtual goods.

Temporal/monetary dark patterns, antisocial behavior mechanics,
psychological tricks, tiered service/offers, differences in user man-
agement, gamer identity, self-identification (gaming usage), gaming
identity negotiations with pay status, gaming identity negotiations
with company actions/values; as well as unofficial representation of
game/company and official representation of game/company.

Antisocial behavior mechanics, psychological tricks, play as social
interaction, as well as group identification.

Temporal/monetary dark patterns, antisocial behavior mechanics,
psychological tricks, tiered service/offers, differences in user man-
agement, gamer identity, self-identification (gaming usage), gaming
identity negotiations with company actions/values; as well as unoffi-
cial representation of game/company and official representation of
game/company.

Tiered services/offers, targeted offers, compensation, differences in
user management, official game rules, cooperative regulation, real
world mirroring, social rules, group identification and community
identification.

Temporal/monetary dark patterns, antisocial behavior mechanics,
psychological tricks, tiered services/offers, targeted offers, compen-
sation, differences in user management, official game rules, group
identification, community identification, value of virtual goods, moti-
vations for play, play as social interaction; as well as unofficial repre-
sentation of game/company and official representation of
game/company.
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While findings from qualitative and ethnographic data might not be completely general-
izable (Boellstorff et al., 2012), their main strength is the way in which they contribute
through comparison (ibid), by noting specifics in our case and how they differ from oth-
ers. Finally, by making moderate claims (Payne and Williams, 2005), as well as utilizing
the hourglass model (Alasuutari, 1996), which relates the case to broader theoretical
knowledge and literature, this case study will have more generalizable data that is ap-
plicable to a number of other F2P game cultures, and which is comparable to quantita-
tive data (ibid).

Through the hourglass model (Alasuutari, 1996) and utilizing the Elmezeny & Wimmer
(2018) framework for defining game cultures, this research additionally hopes to find
commonalities, differences, and shared characteristics of free-to-play games, distin-
guishing a possible free-to-play game culture on the meso level. The research should
also show how this supposed culture is embedded in the overall macro game culture.
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Table 8: Code-RQ Matrix displaying which codes from the agenda were applied to answer each
research or sub-research question.

Code RQ1l.1 RQ1l.2 RQl.3 RQ1.4 RQl.5 RQ2
1.0 Production
1.1 Design
1.1.1 Temporal Dark Patterns
1.1.2 Monetary Dark Patterns
1.1.3 Social Capital Dark Patterns X
1.1.4 Antisocial Behavior Mechanics
1.1.5 Psychological Tricks
1.2 Maintenance
1.2.1 Targeted Offers
1.2.2 Tiered Service/Offers
1.2.3 Compensation
1.2.4 Real-World Tie-in X
1.2.5 User Opinions
1.2.6 Content Value X
1.3 User Generated Content
2.0 Appropriation X
2.1 Social Relationships
2.1.1 Play as Social Interaction X X X
2.1.2 Social Rules X X
2.1.3 Social Leverage X X
2.1.4 Teaching as Play
2.2 Daily Routines X
2.2.1 Types of Daily Integration X
2.3 Thoughts and Emotions
2.3.1 Play and Stress
2.3.2 Game Content and Stress
2.4 Commitments and Obligations
2.4.1 Budgeting Currency
2.4.2 Budgeting Time
2.4.3 Social Obligations
2.5 Self-Assessment
2.5.1 Of Financial Investment
2.5.2 Of Time Investment
2.6 Spill-In
2.6.1 Motivations for Play
2.6.2 Real World Mirroring
2.7 Real Investments
2.7.1 Spending and Play Experience
2.7.2 Spending Habits
2.7.3 Non-monetary Price of Play
2.8 Turning Points
3.0 Identification
3.1 Gamer Identity
3.1.1 Self Identification
3.1.2 Gaming Usage (Habitual)
3.1.8 Community Involvement
3.1.4 Game Paraphernalia
3.1.5 Game and Media Preferences
3.1.6 Non-Gamer Qualities
3.2 Gamer Identity Negotiation
3.2.1 Value of Virtual Goods
3.2.2 Pay Status X
3.2.3 Company Actions/Values

x| x
x

x
x

x

XXX |[X|X|Xx

x

x
x

x

x

XXX [X XX |X|[X|X|X|X|X|X
x

XXX |X | X
x

XXX X |[X|Xx
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3.3 Player Identification

3.3.1 Avatar/Character Identification
3.3.2 Group Identification X
3.3.3 Community Identification
3.3.4 Game Involvement (immersion) X
4.0 Regulation
4.1 Company Regulation
4.1.1 Official Game rules

4.1.2 Board/Communication Rules
4.1.3 Differences in User Management
4.2 Industry Regulation

4.2.1 Platform Regulation
4.3 Self-Regulation X
4.3.1 Personal (Individual) Regulation X
4.3.2 Cooperative Regulation X X

5.0 Representation
5.1 Unofficial

5.1.1 Of Game
5.1.2 Of Company
5.2 Official

5.2.1 Representing Value

5.2.2 Representing Players
5.2.3 Representing Content

5.2.4 Representing Game
5.2.5 Representing Company

x

x
x

XX |X|Xx|X
x

XXX |X|X|X|X|X|X|X
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5.0 The Free-to-Play Model and Transformations of Culture

This chapter details the findings of the study by addressing the first research question,
or how the F2P business model transforms each context of Empire’s culture. These
findings might appear to be overly descriptive or detailed, however this is customary of
ethnographic research and shouldn’t necessarily be regarded as negative: descriptive
observations of culture, as is typical in ethnographies, provide several benefits.

Descriptive results deliver detailed observations of the numerous cultural practices of
individuals, groups (guilds, alliance, etc.) and organizations (GGS) within the sample.
Accounts of these practices are not possible using quantitative methods, and the requi-
site level of detail is not provided by other analytical qualitative methods that focus on
the examination of texts alone, such as content or discourse analysis. Furthermore,
through these comprehensive findings, one is able to provide ample context, offering
information that explains the background and social implications of these observed cul-
tural practices. Finally, the descriptive nature of these findings means that examples are
often given from the data analyzed, supporting theoretical claims made in this research
question, as well as in RQ2. By providing plentiful examples, one is able to illustrate the
individual nature of the practices observed in the sample, even when frequently coded.

It is important to indicate the sources of data in the following chapters. Interviews are
directly quoted in the text, as well as information from archival sources (articles, forums,
etc.) and cited as such. In-game practices and conversations, however, are incorpo-
rated in the form of images. While this is highly beneficial for presenting in-game prac-
tices, it is done for in-game conversations due to the technical limitations of Empire not
allowing players to export text from in-game chat. Nevertheless, screenshots of in-game
conversations allow for more contextual information to be displayed.

Under each context, the findings for RQ1 are organized in a number of themes and sub-
themes. As mentioned in the Methodology chapter (see Subchapter 4.8), the themes
and sub-themes appeared during the second step of data analysis (thematizing and
systemizing), and are considered a successive step of analysis, after the initial coding
process. For a full list of themes in RQ1, and their sub-themes, please refer to Table 9
below. The final number of themes presented here is based on two specific considera-
tions. Firstly, they serve as a summarization of the various important codes from the
agenda that were most prominently coded and observed during the 18-month ethnogra-
phy. Secondly, these are the themes that deal specifically with cultural practices (high-
lighted by both theory and empirical work in this study), which might experience a trans-
formation due to the involvement of the F2P business model.
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The use (and nature) of themes and sub-themes in this study is somewhat twofold. As
mentioned earlier in the Methodology chapter (see Subchapter 4.8.), themes serve to
organize codes, and their sub-codes, by grouping them together into comprehensible
topics relevant to the research question at hand. Example themes stated earlier include
Personal Gamer Identity, which grouped codes dealing with gamer identity (self-
identification, non-gamer qualities, game and media preferences, etc.). This theme was
further divided into sub-themes, which handled other practices being negotiated through
this gamer identity (e.g. Gamer Identity, Ownership and Attachment to Virtual Property;
or Gamer Identity and Payment).

On the other hand, sub-themes are also used to organize data extracted from single
codes. Using surveyed theory and research interests, coded segments that come under
a specific sub-code undergo a systemization in the second step of analysis (see Sub-
chapter 4.8.) where patterns among them are distinguished; should any be found, they
are fitted together into similar sub-themes. A perfect example of this sort of analysis is
the sub-theme VIP and Data Driven Design, where coded segments under the sub-code
User Opinions, from the context of (re)production, were analyzed. Based on contextual
coding, research interests, surveyed literature, and other codes (e.g. differences in user
management) the final sub-theme was discerned.

All the codes used in the agenda are based on surveyed literature, or observations
made from the sample itself. However, literature used in the secondary stage of data
analysis, which was used to help interpret themes and relationships later on (see RQ2
below), is not part of the coding agenda. It is still thoroughly grounded in the essential
theoretical framework of the study, and can be found in Chapter 2.0. For example, lit-
erature on data driven game design, which is used to interpret the theme, is part of sur-
veyed literature on F2P games (Nieborg, 2015; Paavilainen et al., 2016). However, the
code on user opinions is an inductive code achieved from interview insights. Table 9
highlights the main themes that fall under each context (e.g. Culture Commercialization
through Design, or Play and Purchasing), all of which serve as systemizations and
groupings of coded segments from the coding agenda, dealing with this specific context
and related phenomena or practices. Sub-themes, on the other hand, deal with more
precise cultural practices, which sometimes require literature from different contexts of
the circuit of culture for their interpretation.

Furthermore, as stated in the RQ chapter, each context observes cultural practices on a
certain level (micro/meso/macro). For example, when looking at the re(production) con-
text, cultural practices are observed on the micro level, for reproduction of official con-
tent by individuals, as well as the meso level, for production of official content by the
company itself (an organization). Hence, these themes and sub-themes also work by
grouping practices of actors from multiple levels, when applicable, and relating their ac-
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tions to each other. For example, when looking at the context of identification, the theme
of personal gamer identity groups codes such as gamer identity, which is a micro level
identification practice, and company actions and values, which is a meso level practice
dealing with organizational image. In doing so, we are able to observe how meso level
identification practices (that of the company) relate to micro level practices, those of in-
dividuals. Hence, while each research question might observe cultural practices for
each context on multiple levels, this is not done exclusively, and through the use of
themes and sub-themes, these levels are related to each other.

As previously stated, findings that fall under the first research question are initially
grouped within the specific cultural context of the Empire game culture, starting with
(re)production, and moving on to regulation, identification, appropriation, and finally rep-
resentation. This is not the original order of sub-research questions; it is only the golden
thread of this chapter, which developed from noting various practices during participant
observation. By addressing each context separately and empirically observing the cul-
tural practices within, the research addresses previous criticism of the circuit of culture
framework (Wittmann, 2007), that it is never applied in its entirety on an empirical level.
The relationship between these contexts is then addressed in RQ2.
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Table 9: Themes and subthemes presented in RQ1 divided by context.

Context

(re)production

Regulation

Identification

Theme/Sub-Theme

1. Culture Commercialization Through
Design

1.1 Abuse of Dark Patterns

1.2 Mental Trickery and Antisocial Envi-
ronment

2. Culture Commercialization Through
Maintenance

2.1 Tiered Offers or Sniper Marketing

2.2 Discrimination in Customer Service
2.3 VIP and Data Driven Design

1. Law Enforcement not Maintenance
1.1 Dividing the Community Through Offi-
cial Rule

1.2 Friendliness, Fairness and the Class
Divide

2. Cooperative Regulation

2.1 Fairplay Rules for a Pleasant Experi-
ence (and less Consumerism)

2.2 Control Through Fairplay

1. Personal Gamer Identity
1.1 Gamer Identity, Ownership and At-
tachment to Virtual Property

1.2 Gamer Identity and Payment

1.3 Employee Identity and Company Val-
ues

1.4 Gamer Identity and Company Values
2. Identifying with Clans and Communi-
ty

2.1 Playing with Payment Classes: Group
Identification in Empire

2.2 Acquaintances with Benefits

2.3 Fragmented but Whole: Empire Com-
munity Identification

Corresponding Codes

Temporal Dark Patterns & Monetary Dark Pat-
terns.

Antisocial Behavior Mechanics & Psychological
Tricks

Targeted Offers & Tiered Service/Offers
Tiered Service/Offers & Compensation
User Opinions

Tiered Service/Offers, Official Game Rules &
Differences in User Management

Antisocial Behavior Mechanics, Tiered Ser-
vice/Offers & Differences in User Management.

Official Game Rules, Cooperative Regulation &
Antisocial Behavior Mechanics

Official Game Rules, Cooperative Regulation &
Game Content and Stress

Gamer Identity (includes: Self-identification,
Gaming Usage, Community Involvement, Game
and Media Preferences, Non-Gamer Qualities),
Spending Habits, Content Value & Value of
Digital Goods

Gamer Identity, Spending Habits, Pay Status,
Gamer Identity & Company Actions/Values

Gamer Identity & Company Actions/Values

Group Identification, Pay Status, Social Lever-
age & Spending Habits

Group Identification, Play as Social Interaction
& Social Leverage

Company Actions/Values, Community Identifi-
cation, Pay Status & Game Involvement (im-
mersion)
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Appropriation

Representation

1. Play and Purchasing
1.1 Spending Practices and Habits

1.2 Budgeting and Self-Assessment

1.3 Spending and Play Experience

2. Daily Integration and Challenges

2.1 Like Work but not Just Quite: Prioritiz-
ing Other Obligations

3. Socializing in Empire

3.1 Rewarding Socialization and Socializing
as Play

3.2 Commonalities and Friends in High
Places: Relations for Leverage

3.3 We don’t Do That Here: Social Rules in
Empire

4. Clashing of Realities: Transfer Pro-
cesses in Empire

4.1 It’s all too Real: Mirroring the Real-
World in Empire

4.2 1t’s Just You in Pixels: Transferring
Motivations in Empire

1. Aspect Depiction in Empire

1.1 (Fake) Ads and Marketing: Commer-
cialized Representation in Empire

1.2 Spend Big to Win Big: Player Glorifica-
tion and Price Justification

2. Empire in Media and Public Discourse
2.1 Image Improvement Efforts:
Goodgame’s Official Communication

2.2 A Persistently Negative Image: Unoffi-
cial Communication of GGS and Empire

Spending Habits, Spending and Play Experience,
Real World Mirroring & Self-Assessment of
Financial Investment

Budgeting Currency, Self-Assessment of Finan-
cial Investment, Motivations for Play & Self-
Assessment of Time Investment

Spending and Play Experience & Pay Status
Types of Daily Integration & Play and Stress
Types of Daily Integration, Social Obligations,
Play and Stress & Real-World Mirroring

Social Capital Dark Patterns, Play as Social
Interaction, Group Identification & Motivations
for Play

Group Identification, Social Leverage, Play as
Social Interaction & Differences in User Man-
agement

Board/Communication Rules, Social Rules &
Cooperative Regulation

Real World Mirroring, Real-World Tie-In,
Group Identification & Pay Status

Real World Mirroring, Community Identification
& Motivations for Play

Representing Content, Representing Value &
Psychological Tricks.

Representing Players, Representing Value &
Board/Communication Rules

Representing Game, Representing Company,
Gamer Identity, & Company Actions/Values
Unofficial Representation of Game, Unofficial
Representation of Company, User Opinions &
Difference in User Management
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5.1 (re)production

The most observable transformation of the free-to-play model on the (re)production con-
text of game culture can be subsumed under the metaprocess of commercialization, or
the excessive interest and focus on maximizing profit at any cost. In the case of Empire,
this can be seen mostly embedded in both aspects of game design, and game services
or maintenance. Throughout the following section, we will discuss the excessive com-
mercialization of Empire, and presumably similar F2P games, by observing specific de-
sign and maintenance-related practices that are occurring more frequently due to the
F2P model.

5.1.1. Culture Commercialization Through Design

Looking specifically at the design of Empire, one particular concept, dark game design
patterns, which is frequently misused, tends to hamper the quality of the game and pre-
sent an apparently over-commercialized product. Dark game design patterns are inten-
tionally used to cause negative experiences for the player (Zagal et al., 2013) and more
often than not this is utilized to incentivize spending through microtransactions. When
done within certain limits this can be acceptable, however when abused, these patterns
can present an overly commercialized product that exploits an individual’s lack of pa-
tience and need for instant gratification. The following section details instances of dark
design pattern (Zagal et al., 2013) abuses in Empire, as well other misuses of game
design, or exploitations of the player’s cognitive biases and irrational behaviors (psycho-
logical trickery), in hopes of generating more profit, leading to a more commercialized
culture overall®,

5.1.1.1. Abuse of Dark Patterns

Temporal Dark Patterns are quite common in F2P games and are in essence what
makes a player keep returning to the game. This is especially true of features such as
excessive grinding or ‘playing by appointment’ where certain tasks can only be com-
pleted during specific times. However, in Empire, certain features abuse the ‘playing by
appointment’ mechanic to unbearable degrees. One example is the key feature of troop
recruitment. Troops play a central role in both the launching of attacks and defending of
the user’s castle. The recruitment of troops is done through the barracks, and the user
is limited to only one barracks building per castle. The barracks themselves only allow
two recruitment slots, each permitting the user to recruit a maximum of 5 troops per slot.
This was changed to a maximum of 80 in later updates after the ethnography was com-
pleted; still, only 5 can be recruited at a time, even though 80 can be queued. Of
course, a user had the option of renting three more recruitment slots for a week, each

8 See commercialization as defined by Krotz (2007) in Subchapter 2.2.1.
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for a real money microtransaction that would allow them to queue more troops. Howev-
er, should the user opt not to do this, they would have to login every 30 minutes to
queue more troops and ensure a steady supply of men for their army. While this feature
might have been fixed in later updates, the fact that Empire is a game centered on war-
fare means that having such a game mechanic abused, and only slightly bypassed
through payment, is a sign of aggressive monetization. This is further worsened by the
fact that the company also sends attacks by NPCs to regularly destroy the players’
troops, prompting them to recruit more:

| think the saddest thing about it is [...] we run with this system where you have to
recruit troops and so [...] if they die, they're all done. They're gone until you make
new ones. You have to make them fresh and we send systematic attacks from the
CPUs to users and at one point [...] cause obviously | don’t play hardcore, | don’t
recruit all the time and so on, but | had a little army and | was like, “hey I'm gonna
use it, why not” and then a CPU attacked me and | lost everything and then it takes
7 or 8 hours to rebuild everything that you had and | was like “no, screw this, not
gonna bother.” (Arcanine, May, 2016)

Furthermore, almost all other time-based features in-game, or temporal dark patterns,
can simply be bypassed through payment. This is what is known as ‘pay to skip’, or a
monetary dark pattern (Zagal et al., 2013). While this can be a clever business strategy
when utilized well, having it applied to almost all features, aggressively monetizes the
games, and ruins the experience for those without enough money to pay. Professionals
interviewed from GGS confirm that it affects the gaming environment when almost all
features can be skipped, from troop recruitment, to building construction and then re-
construction after attacks:

It's super boring if you have to wait for everything to construct, for everything to re-
pair after an attack. It takes weeks, if not months to build up again...so if you're not
spending rubies [premium currency], it's just super long and super boring. In real
time... a lot of players play during work, but it takes so much time, it does take out
the fun. You've already lost interest in the war by the time you build up your attack-
ers again and reconstructed all your burnt farmhouses. (Lara, May, 2016)

Another essentially negative monetary dark pattern is what is colloquially known as
‘pay-to-win’ or essentially being able to buy your way to the top of the community or
leaderboards. Again, when utilized correctly, this can be a useful monetization strategy
that can benefit any F2P game, where players are able to buy functional items that do
not offset the balance of the game too much. However, in the case of Empire, players
are able to outright “buy their way to the top”, and no amount of skill, time or effort put
into the game can match the money invested. It has become so extreme that those with
enough money are unstoppable:
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It reaches a point where it's a bit silly...we've started making sets that people can
buy outright that can’t be beaten in defense. The way the game is built right now,
they can’t be beaten. They basically destroy any defensive troop that anyone would
have because we don’t have enough in the game. We don’t have enough high-level
defensive equipment or troops in the game for it to be counted. So, it reaches a
point now where people basically surrender almost before the attack hits. There’s a
feature called open gates, which means that they don’t lose any troops or anything
and the battle is just like a placeholder battle, so they get attacked, their buildings
get destroyed and their stuff is stolen but no actual battle takes place and that’s be-
come so common that no one wants to attack each other anymore. Because it's like
if this guy’s attacking me | know he’s got the best stuff in the game, there’s no point
even in playing it out...because we’ve pushed the balance (Arcanine, May, 2016)

There are examples of certain design elements, or events, in Empire that display how
monetary and temporal dark patterns build off of, and assist, each other, demonstrating
the abuse of these patterns even further. One such example is the ‘architect’ event. This
event is a rare occurrence that appears in the game and allows players to upgrade spe-
cific buildings beyond a certain level. Once some buildings reach their level cap they
can only be upgraded by the architect, and to do so he requires a significant amount of
resources (wood, stone and gold). While this might seem illustrative of a simple ‘playing
by appointment’ pattern, it is certainly an abuse of the pattern, because players never
know the schedule of the event. The timing of the event is only known to staff, and there
is no fixed schedule for it which players are able to predict and prepare for. Further-
more, more temporal dark patterns are implemented in the event, because an excessive
amount of time is required to complete construction: approximately 40 or more hours for
one building. Players are only able to queue more than one upgrade if they've pur-
chased a construction crane with premium currency (building on another monetary dark
pattern). Finally, the event also expects users to have enough resources at hand to
manage all their upgrades, which is not possible with the available storage in their cas-
tle, meaning that they have to either have help from their friends or purchase extra re-
sources with premium currency. Hence, players who do not make regular
microtransactions are resigned to upgrading one or two buildings at a time and are left
lagging behind those who spend plenty of money on the game, signifying how game
content and development is primarily profit-oriented and not community focused.

[01:23] : think like fire we were guided to that area wish the
architect would appear as Ive stores full of wood aand stone and | know
that if | pass them on he will appear

Image 1: Guild chat complaining about irregular schedule of architect event.
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5.1.1.2. Mental Trickery and an Antisocial Environment

Empire, similar to other F2P games, exploits psychological tricks such as artificial scar-
city (Zagal et al. 2013) to push players into completing microtransactions. One common
example in many F2P games is the rate of progression. Several games have quick pro-
gression where users initially feel gratified because of their achievements, and success
in tasks, but as they advance through the earlier stages they start to find that progress
becomes slower, and if they would like to continue at the same rate, or have the same
sense of achievement, they have to make some form of payment. This quandary is aptly
summarized by one GGS employee:

| think those Free-to-Play they're like, usually, very addicting [sic]. Usually you start
with ok it's free, I'm gonna start playing it but then you like it or something and I think
it's human nature that you want to have this steady progression and usually game
[sic] is more like designed that there is this early part with lots of achievements, lots
of missions but then it's slowly getting slower and that's a catch because then you
know how it was nice in the beginning levels, you had everything, it was easy to win
and suddenly there is this slowdown and you either progress slower or you start
paying for like super offer [sic] that gives you a one-time deal that will boost you fur-
ther and you still have this feeling of constant progression. (Gul'dan, May, 2016)

Some examples of psychological tricks specific to Empire, however, include items that
are purchasable for premium currency (real money) and claim to provide functional
benefits without appearing to provide any. Some of these items provide such a negligi-
ble functional benefit that doing without them is better. These include drill grounds that
are supposedly meant to improve recruitment speed, but only take up space in the cas-
tle lot instead. Another example of psychological trickery is so-called ‘legendary’ levels.

Originally, the level cap was once thought to be 70. However, once players started
reaching level 70, they began to realize (to the disappointment of many) that there
are levels extending beyond that. These continue indefinitely, reach into the hun-
dreds, and they are known as legendary levels. One final example, and one entirely
specific to Empire, is the ‘wheel of fortune’ minigame. This is a minigame where you
can use tickets to spin a wheel for prizes, but GGS employees state that the more
times you spin, the better chance you have of actually winning superior prizes; this
results in significant ticket investment from users who want decent prizes. While
tickets can be won through in-game quests, they can also be purchased with real
money. Hence, even this is another part of Empire “where we have this element of
luck that can be completely controlled with money,” (Arcanine, May, 2016).

Nevertheless, while psychological trickery is common in F2P games, and even includes
some extreme offenses in this case example, what really communicates the aggressive
monetization and commercialized nature of Empire is how these tricks are utilized to
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promote antisocial behavior. While this might seem ordinary in a war-themed game, it is
primarily used to encourage more spending and microtransactions, rather than to foster
community interaction.

GGS accomplishes this through several in-game actions that fool players and foster an
unstable environment that incites them to be constantly at war with each other. This is
done through in-game events that encourage competitive attacking behavior, such as
the ‘alliance tournament’, where alliances go to war with each other and the best is
ranked at the top of the server, or the ‘foreign lords’ event, where the game mimics real
player castles from other servers and launches attacks on players.

The company also constructs this antisocial environment through artificial scarcity and
the lack of what is known as ‘resource villages’ (RVs). These are rare, coveted locations
on the game map which players attempt to claim as their own; they are very desirable
as they can supplement the resources of alliances immensely and serve as status sym-
bols. GGS simply refuses to introduce more RVs into the game, propagating the artifi-
cial scarcity and creating an antisocial, war-time environment between players. This
encourages players to engage in microtransactions to assist them in attacking and de-
fending themselves from others, as they attempt to take control of these resource vil-
lages (in later updates, GGS facilitated the purchase of RVs, trading a hostile environ-
ment which promotes spending for direct microtransactions instead).

Since Empire is a war game, it does need to create a somewhat hostile environment, as
aptly put by one GGS employee:

It cannot be all peace because | think actually helps the game if you're in a non-
friendly environment where you’re only friends with your alliance and then everyone
else is your enemy because you want to attack them, you want to make their castle
burn. If you're just friends with everyone, are you going to send them resources all
day?” (Zelda, May, 2016).

However, the question is where you draw the line. When should the in-game environ-
ment be deemed too hostile, and clearly operating as such just to encourage
microtransactions? The rational answer would be when the company begins to take eth-
ically questionable actions to trick players into attacking each other. One such example
is when GGS sent out massive shadow attacks against multiple players to instigate a
war. Shadow attacks are immensely expensive (premium/real world currency) attacks
against castles, where the user is not able to distinguish who sent the attack. The player
is therefore left with only a burned castle and endless suspicions as to where the attack
could have come from. Lara, a GGS customer service employee, was faced with end-
less complaints from players when this occurred, as she recalls when recounting the
event:
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So, the company itself sent off an automated attack to get other players to retaliate
to create a war on the server. So, there was 70 attacks at exactly the same time. So,
players knew something was up because it's impossible. It's impossible for 70 at-
tacks to happen at exactly the same time, it's just not possible and yeah that hap-
pened and it was ‘shadow attacks’ so you can’t see who it was who attacked you
and it also costs a lot more to send shadow attacks because you need shadow
troops and shadow tools, which are a lot more expensive. So, each attack was
worth a lot of rubies. It was insane. They just knew it wasn'’t possible, we had com-
plaints about that the whole time. and we just had to say ‘sorry you were attacked,
sorry this happened, nothing to do with us.” We only found out about it the day after
we had all the complaints and we asked the team saying ‘Hey, what's going with
these shadow attacks? What happened here?’ and it was like “I don’t know, what
are you talking about?” and it's like “You know shadow attacks. There’s been a
mass attack, everyone on all these servers at the same time. What's happened?”
they were “oh, | don’t know” then it’s like “Ok, our team may have done this without
consulting anyone, to make more money” (Lara, May, 2016).

Such ethically questionable practices are becoming normalized in the industry, howev-
er, with Activision even patenting a matchmaking system that will examine player
tendencies and ensure matchups that result in players making microtransactions (Alex-
andra, 2017).

Psychological trickery can also be utilized not only in the development of the game and
fostering an antisocial environment, but also through providing certain services and the
maintenance of the game itself.

[11:3510"" " ugh, totally wiped by a foreign lord. is it like weekly
now?

[11:45] : r: 1 had full castle of vet composite bowmen and vet
flame bearers

[11:45] r: with an extra 200 sentinels draining my food and
ruby tools in every slot

(11:45] 0000 r:all gone

[11:45] r: FLs are almost bi weekly now

Image 2: Players complaining about losses and the frequency of the Foreign Lords event. Ruby
tools are tools purchased with premium currency, aka real money.

5.1.2. Culture Commercialization Through Maintenance

The term ‘maintenance’ denotes the various company actions involved in the upkeep of
the game, aside from the development and publishing of content. This includes practic-
es such as customer service, marketing to users, and collecting opinions on in-game
matters. These actions are essential in maintaining online games, and are a reason why
such games can essentially be considered services, not just products. Empire culture
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appears heavily commercialized (profit-centric) from actions taken through its mainte-
nance practices, not just production practices.

5.1.2.1. Tiered Offers or Sniper Marketing

Utilizing psychological trickery again, Empire targets its players with highly specific pur-
chasing offers for premium currency (rubies). These offers come through both in-game
and out of game channels, as well as through in-game pop-ups or emails. In-game they
overtake the entire screen and block gameplay until the player closes the window or
clicks on the offer, which then transfers them to the currency store. Sometimes the offer
also appears with a timer, further incentivizing a purchase. Occasionally the same timed
offer can appear without a timer, which has been proven to further increase purchasing
behavior in players, since most do not know how long the offer will be valid for (Lara,
May, 2016).

However, the real psychological trick comes from the way that GGS targets individuals
with these offers. Usually players will receive offers based on their purchasing patterns,
meaning that the offers they receive are tailored to them. Those who have yet to spend
any money will constantly be bombarded with attractive offers for premium currency and
bonuses, which others do not receive (these could include extra bonuses to the tune of
up to 300%). Once they’ve made a purchase, however, they are not likely to receive this
offer again, or a similar one. It is only once they have spent a significant amount of
money that they will then be provided with offers of great value again. Gul'dan, the Em-
pire game expert interviewed, clarifies the process:

It's like this: It's this typical catch, if you don’t pay you're getting great offers. So,
they want you to pay. Then the offers are flattened so they’re still good, they’re ok
but you have to pay a lot to get the best offers. So, it's like this U shape kinda thing,
so they start with really good, then they’re ok and if you're spending a lot they're re-
ally good. And of course, the first time you pay, you go into the group of already paid
but not so much, so you're not getting exceptional offers, so your friend who didn’t
pay yet will get better stuff. So, you know, you start with the good stuff, then it's
okayish stuff and then if you pay enough you're like unlocking the best things.
(Gul'dan, May, 2016).

If you do not pay (or play) for a long period, you will receive wildly generous offers that
are not accessible to players in the game at all. For example, if you do not log into the
game for an extended period of time, you will receive an email for a comeback offer
providing 500% bonuses, which is never offered in-game.

Hence, we can see GGS not only exploiting basic human instinct to maximize spending,
but we can also see them begin to segment the player base into groups, providing each
group with a different product or service. These groups receive the same product (or
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service) for significantly different values, and sometimes the exact same price, based on
their spending habits. This sort of trickery and segmentation lingers in other parts of
Empire maintenance, most noticeably in customer services.

5.1.2.2. Discrimination in Customer Services

GGS continues the division of players into separate groups in their customer service
operations and complaint ticketing system. This occurs by dividing players into several
categories, based on how much they have paid into their account so far. The GGS tick-
eting system displays non-payment users as gray (the lowest class), minor payment
users as green (second lowest), average payment users as blue (mid-level), heavy
payment users as purple (labeled as whales) and highest payment users as orange (al-
so labeled as VIPs), which are the highest priority. The tickets the users submit are
ranked through an internal system and displayed to customer service representatives
based on the user’s category, meaning that users with a higher status will appear fur-
ther up in the queue to a CS representative than lower status users (orange, purple,
blue, green, gray). While this priority system is logical from a business perspective, oth-
er customer service policies enforced exhibit how this community segregation is indica-
tive of the Empire’s profit-centric approach, and the lack of interest in fostering a player-
friendly community.

The quality of customer service provided for user groups varies drastically and is reflec-
tive of Empire’s commercialized environment. The reason for it taking longer to answer
the customer service complaints of lower-paying user groups can be attributed to the
priority system, which is itself based on company policy that you answer queries starting
with the highest paying users, while the lowest wait longer in the queue. This does not,
however, explain why some non-paying users never receive answers to their com-
plaints, or why the quality of customer service varies between payment levels. In addi-
tion to faster response times, higher paying users and VIPs receive superior communi-
cation from customer service representatives, meaning non-automated email respons-
es, and a better overall tone from representatives:

They have more personalized support...so, a non-pay user will get auto answers,
even if they're just a normal pay user they'll get auto answers...The VIPs will get,
“hey, how’s it going? how was your day” you know “tell me about this problem, I'm
really sorry to hear this happened.” So, much more personalized support. (Lara,
May, 2016)

Furthermore, higher-paying users receive more support and in-game item compensa-
tion. For example, when a user writes in an email that an error occurred and they lost a
certain number of troops, a customer service representative can only conduct a certain
amount of investigating to see if the user is lying or not. After a certain point, they have
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to use their own judgment as to whether to believe the user. The company’s policy is to
believe that the user is always lying, to the point that the team to which the customer
representatives interviewed belonged was called “The Nation of no Compensation”.
However, when VIPs and higher-paying users fill in support tickets claiming that they
lost a certain number of troops or tools, they are much more likely to get compensated
for their losses than non-paying or lower-paying users:

| would say it's preferential treatment. If you put a lot of money into the game and
you claim that you lost a lot of troops or something, yeah of course you’re going to
get them back, if you don’t pay then you're not going to get them back. It's not like
we go out of our way to contact them or give them anything but if they do write in
they do get the preferential treatment. (Weasley, May, 2016).

As for those couple of players who have paid hundreds of thousands of euros while
playing Empire (a certain number have spent over €200,000 [Weasley, May, 2016]),
GGS will even repeat certain in-game events against the wishes of the entire communi-
ty, just to appease these VIPs:

We ran an event for spring then we ran it again because a VIP missed out... he
missed out on his chance to get the piece of the equipment so we ran the event
again, just for him. Just for this guy. Because he spent a lot of money, we just ran it
for him...and everyone has been complaining on the forums like saying “we want a
break. We don’t want these events right now. We want a break for a month or what-
ever. Come back later” (Arcanine, May, 2016)

The company understands the value of commercializing Empire through certain acces-
sory services. This is done by running in-house research, labeled ‘AB’ tests. These AB
tests are when users are divided into one of two groups, with certain actions tested on
each group. These tests were primarily used to examine the quality of customer service
on VIPs, to see if the quality and speed of service could incentivize them into making
even more microtransactions:

I know that now they’re doing some AB tests actually to try to see if the way you
help a VIP can influence the amount of money they spend. So, they’re actively trying
to find ways to get them to spend more money. (Zelda, May, 2016)

Overall, the differences in customer service are emphasized through both structural fea-
tures, such as the ticketing software which organizes users’ emails based on their pay-
ment grades, and through operations protocol, which trains and forces customer opera-
tions personnel to deal with users in a segregated manner.
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5.1.2.3. VIP and Data Driven Design

Aside from this differentiation in treatment and service, another aspect that highlights
the overtly commercialized development of Empire is the integration of user feedback
and opinions in the future development of the game. Overall, as a general rule, GGS did
not care about community feedback in regard to the future development of the game, as
highlighted by various statements from interview participants: “If someone has a com-
plaint about the game, you just tell them that their feedback is getting passed on, but
nothing ever gets passed on. They don'’t actually really care about what the players
want,” (Lara, May, 2016). This, however, varies once again based on how much a play-
er spends. Once a player puts a noteworthy amount of money into the game, the com-
pany is much more likely to listen to their feedback and their complaints, applying sug-
gested changes to future updates:

Everyone that plays is classified by their pay status but the majority of the time, it's
usually just down to support tickets and so on and general feedback and sugges-
tions. Because if some feedback comes from someone that spends over 10 thou-
sand, we're more like to do something about it, then if it comes from a guy who
spent no money. (Arcanine, May, 2016).

GGS will go to great lengths to find out just what makes their VIPs spend massively and
how to make them increase this. They regularly invite the highest spending VIPs to their
Hamburg office for meetings with their development and monetization teams, disguising
these meetings as rewards for the players:

We do a program in CM [community management] where we invite VIP players, so
our top players, we actually invite them to come to our campus in Hamburg and they
spend the day with the company and, of course, we're doing this for research. We
take them to the business intelligence people, we take them to the game design
people, pick their brains and try to see, basically, why they spend that much mon-
ey... the people get to meet everybody in the company, even up to the chiefs, they
get a cool little tour of the campus, meet the game design team, see how the games
are made (Weasley, May, 2016).

While from a business perspective listening to the opinions of those who spend the
most is reasonable, ignoring the voices of the majority of users, which in a F2P game
are most likely to be non-paying users, may not be the smartest way to foster a healthy
in-game environment, or a positive image as a game developer.

Aside from implementing the feedback and opinions of the highest spenders, changes
in Empire also rely heavily on data. Even when the majority of the community voices its
outrage regarding certain events or updates, the company will not roll out any changes
or patch glitches in their game unless the data indicates that there is a need to do so.
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The data that GGS looks at primarily concerns spending and microtransactions, not ac-
cess or increase in player numbers. They are not interested in growing the community
or increasing player satisfaction as much as they are in increasing their profits:

The company is data driven, it's completely data beats opinion... So, we’re running
a new event in Empire and it goes over horribly according to the community, so
you'll get maybe 200-300 posts saying shit event. But in the end the numbers come
back and people spent a lot of money, that event won't get changed, they’re going to
run it again exactly the same way. (Weasley, May, 2016).

While the company collects various metrics on players which can be utilized in a num-
ber of ways to increase their profits, such as growing the community base or increasing
player satisfaction, community engagement and fandom, it seems to only be concentrat-
ing on an obviously commercial strategy that is focused on increasing
microtransactions. GGS’ outlook is that if the data indicates people are spending money
on a certain feature, then they must obviously like it. They are not being manipulated to
use it, they are not being coerced to use it, and they are not using it because of psycho-
logical trickery or due to the temporal/monetary dark patterns of game design. The
above research, however, has highlighted that the position maintained by GGS does not
cohere with a lot of players’ experiences. The following section deals with how both
Empire players and employees regulate certain practices in the game, attempting to
counter not only player segregation, but this antisocial in-game environment brought on
by aggressive monetization.
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5.2. Regulation

Within the circuit of culture, the context of regulation usually deals with the influence of
non-producing organizations, such as governmental organizations, industry-wide organ-
izations or in the case of F2P, even game platforms, such as the app stores
(Google/Apple). However, there are several other types of regulation that can still be
observed and discussed within this context, and which are applied in this research.
These types of regulation include: individual regulation, or how an individual manages
his or her own gaming; cooperative regulation, or how groups of players manage the in-
game environment, whether through clans or bigger groupings; and finally, official regu-
lation, or how the company/publisher officially decides to regulate the game itself.

The F2P model itself transforms official company regulation, or how the company regu-
lates differently between paying and non-paying users, and in turn produces coopera-
tive regulation, or users controlling their own community to counteract this tiered official
regulation. Figure 6 below presents a central finding concerning the regulation of Em-
pire during the 18-month ethnography. The business model itself, and its profit-centric
application in Empire, was seen to transform certain company regulations, altering co-
operative regulation in the in-game environment, and in turn allowing space for individu-
al regulation by the players themselves. The specifics of these transformations are de-
tailed clearly in the following Subchapter.

Free-to-play Company Cooperative Individual
Business Model Regulation Regulation Regulation

Figure 6: Directional transformation in regulation from top down due to business model.

5.2.1. Law Enforcement not Maintenance

While official in-game regulation could possibly also fall under maintenance, similar to
other service components in the upkeep of a constant online game environment, the
significant difference is that regulatory actions taken by the company are similar to ‘po-
licing,” enforcement of law, or the other actions conducted by non-producing organiza-
tions. In this case, however, they have a more direct influence on the gaming environ-
ment. Hence, GGS’ official regulatory actions are dealt with in the context of regulation,
instead of as part of the maintenance subtheme of the (re)production context. It is es-
sential to look at how the official regulation by customer service representatives causes
a community divide among players, including why this practice occurs, how it contrib-
utes to a negative environment, and finally the steps the players take in managing this
undesirable environment through their own regulations.
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5.2.1.1. Dividing the Community Through Official Rule

Empire has certain rules of conduct that are stated by GGS in their terms of service.
These rules are generally known to most players through experience, since most have
not read the game’s terms of service. When these rules are breached, it either results in
warnings or in temporary bans. However, in extreme cases, breaches of conduct can
result in permanent bans. Some examples of offenses include:

e Foul language and harassment: bullying players through aggressive language or
play/conduct (e.g. aggressively attacking them).

e Multi-accounting: having more than one account on the same server, which is
most often used to assist the player in gathering resources or mounting attacks.

e Account sharing: where users share passwords to each other’s accounts and are
able to log in and assist each other by completing time sensitive tasks, or defend-
ing incoming attacks when other players are unable to log in.

e Fraud: Using fake credit cards to make purchases, or making purchases and
then claiming that they were falsely made to have them reversed, while still re-
taining the virtual property or currency.

Aside from fraud offenses, which more often than not will be handled by the finance and
legal departments and will result in permanent bans should they prove to be true, other
offenses are usually handled inconsistently, based on a user’s pay status. This is not to
say that GGS does not have a policy on how to handle these offenses: they do, in fact,
have certain regulations. For example, they provide warnings for certain first offenses,
then temporary bans for repeat offenses, and permanent bans if the offences are once
again repeated. These guidelines are meant to be applied to all users, regardless of
their pay status, however in practice this is often not done. Lara, describes that with
cases of harassment, there’s a 3-strike policy meant for all users, where initially users
are banned for 6, 12, or 24 hours, and then permanently. However, if users have paid a
significant amount of money into their accounts, they are not likely to get permanently
banned, even for homophobic or racist remarks: “This guy is just going to be warned
‘please don'’t say this, please don’t do this’ but we don’t want to ban players who are
VIPs in the game, who spent so much money. So, they’ll probably just have an endless
amount of warnings forever” (Lara, May, 2016). For other offenses, such as multi-
accounting, for instance, GGS has different policies for higher paying users. Lara notes
that the company will allow heavy spenders to have multiple accounts, contradicting
their own terms of service. This further demonstrates questionable actions the company
will take just to generate more profit, even at the cost of dividing the community:

A lot of big spenders will have multiple VIP accounts [...] in the same alliance. That
gives them an advantage in the game. At the moment, right now, our policy is even
though it's against our terms and conditions, if we can see someone spent a lot of
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money, we’re not going to ban them for it. So, it's more of a [...] you'll get a warning
about it, if you're a certain pay user, if you're a non-pay user we don’t care, he gets
banned. (Lara, May, 2016)

The reason for this sort of differentiated regulation and user treatment can be traced
back to the profit focused development mentioned earlier in the context of
(re)production. Building on this approach of game development, GGS’ method to regu-
lating Empire is to cater to the heavy spenders and VIP players, ignoring non-paying
users. Therefore, the fair treatment of non-paying or low-paying users is not on their
agenda. This is highlighted by the policies when it comes to dealing with matters of VIP
users, as clarified by one CS agent interviewed:

From the beginning [...] you had a lot more leeway as individual customer support
agents, like there were rules but you could make your own decisions more or less.
Now, it's like payment and monetization have said “please do not touch these VIP
users and if you're going to ban them, you need to consult us first” and usually that
will end up with them not being banned. They just don’t want them banned at all, it
doesn’t matter what they do - they could do anything, it doesn’t matter, they’re not
going to get banned. (Lara, May, 2016)

The involvement of monetization and payment departments in the regulation of the in-
game environment emphasizes the profit-generating focus of the company. Further-
more, GGS allows certain offenses to be committed by higher paying users simply be-
cause these user practices generate said profit. For instance, when heavy spenders
have multiple accounts, each being constantly charged with hundreds of euros, banning
them for such an offense is simply not a smart business decision, even when it goes
against the company’s own terms of service. However, doing so for a non-paying user
seems essential, since otherwise the game balance would be distorted. This is certainly
not true, as the game balance is warped in both situations. The only difference is that
one situation generates more money than the other. One community manager notes
that while he would like to set an example for the community and permanently ban
some high paying offenders for multi-accounting, the company forbids him from doing
s0, due to its “business over gameplay kind of mindset,” (Arcanine, May, 2016).

Goodgame Studios’ business approach to further its own economic interests at the ex-
pense of dividing the community comes at a cost. Not only does it warp the in-game
environment negatively, but it also tarnishes the image of the company itself (discussed
in Subchapter 5.5.).

5.2.1.2. Friendliness, Fairness and the Class Divide

Players naturally communicate with each other, both inside and outside of the game,
and are aware when their harassers are just temporarily banned or simply receive warn-
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ings, even after verbally assaulting them with racial/homophobic slurs. The same ap-
plies when users notice certain other users receiving warnings for having multiple ac-
counts, while others have been banned for the same offense. Hence, it is common
knowledge that there is a disparity in user treatment by GGS. While it might not be ap-
parent to some users why this differentiation exists, it is clear to higher paying users
why they receive this special treatment, and they have come to expect that sometimes
the rules do not apply to them. The state of dissimilar rule application among users fos-
ters quite a negative state within the Empire community, characterized by a mounting
tension and lack of friendliness.

Aggressively monetized game mechanics can contribute to an antisocial in-game com-
munity, mimicking a war-time environment. However, when GGS and game representa-
tives begin to personally differentiate between users, essentially creating a class divide,
this generates a different sort of tension between user groups. This sort of strain creates
animosity between non-paying and paying players, as well as a hierarchy of payment,
deepening the divide between user groups in the community. This is especially true
when VIP users flaunt their status over others in the game, recounting how they avoided
getting permanently banned for a certain offense, or admitting to having attacked a
player from multiple different accounts (Arcanine, May, 2016).

In addition to fueling tension in the community, this sort of tiered regulation decreases
feelings of trust in the Empire community and faith in fair gameplay, as highlighted by
one CS representative:

Because people [who] play the game all the time see exactly that people that pay
don’t have to follow those rules. So, they see that [they] are blatantly cheating and
winning doing it and of course it makes them upset because some people, | would
say that most people, play the game fairly like with one account, you have that
group that gets mad at people that are obviously cheating and getting away with it.
(Weasley, May, 2016).

Whether it is getting away with having multiple accounts, or with not getting banned af-
ter a flood of aggressive harassment through in-game messages or gameplay attacks,
players are aware that special exceptions are made for a select number of players.

This sort of differentiation is not much different from segregation and classist behavior
that occurs due to real-life socioeconomic conditions, like class, race or gender®. As
Empire matures and the community enters its advanced stages, it is becoming increas-
ingly difficult to avoid these sensitive topics, such as preferential treatment and user
segregation, and as Arcanine states, “It's hard to tiptoe around it because everybody
knows,” (May, 2016). Nevertheless, dedicated players (paying and non-paying alike)

9 For more about how the game world mirrors the real world, see 5.4.4.1.
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who refuse to leave the community despite all of its negative aspects, have enforced a
system of their own to curb the undesirable outcomes of this official in-game regulation
as much as possible.

5.2.2. Cooperative Regulation

Using the terms of service initiated by GGS as a starting point, major alliances on each
respective server came together to create ‘fairplay’ rules: a set of rules and regulations
that aims to foster a healthy in-game environment for all players, one that protects both
the interests of newcomers and veterans alike. Batten, a player from one UK server,
states their server’s respective ‘fairplay’ rules, noting two distinct sections: one dealing
with contractual agreements, which builds on GGS’ terms of service, and the other deal-
ing with understandings between players and alliances that have developed over time
on the server (Batten, 2017). 6eyes, the alliance leader interviewed, recounts the for-
mation of the fairplay rules on his server, stating that there was “no fun in anarchy,” and
consequently:

Sometime [sic] ago, the big alliances got together and they put down a number of
rules, which became known as the “fairplay rules” a copy of which is on our alliance
notice board. | thought it was quite interesting, because you know Goodgame wants
us to fight each other because wars cost. If we were at war constantly, then you
would spend fortunes on rubies [premium currency] because you need to heal your
men quicker, you need to recruit quicker, you need to put your fires out instantly. So,
a few [sic] from all the over the world came together and drafted these rules. So, it
was like the United Nations. (6eyes, January, 2017)

It is interesting to observe players visualizing themselves as a united force and coming
together to regulate each other for the betterment of the in-game environment. It is im-
portant to mention that fairplay rules are taken extremely seriously by players and en-
forced by alliance leaders, as highlighted by the same alliance head, “I have kicked
players out for breaking them, | always advise people that if someone breaks the
fairplay rules, then | will find out about it when the bigger alliances come down on us for
breaking the rules,” (6eyes, January, 2017). His statement details not only his actions in
enforcing these community-enforced rules, but his fear of repercussions from other alli-
ances or the so-called in-game ‘United Nations’. Actions that go against these fairplay
rules carry heavy consequences within the game, such as consecutive attacks and
heavy bullying from players. This can be especially daunting when well-equipped alli-
ances (real-life currency and consequently in-game resources) are upholding these
laws, as the repercussions for breaking the rules can be major.

It is not only the fear of more powerful alliances that causes players to adhere to fairplay
rules, but players also understand that it is in their own best interests to comply with
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them to foster a better community. 6eyes, discusses why he insists on enforcing the
fairplay rules:

| think it makes it better for everybody because it would be easier for me, for exam-
ple, if | wanted something to go and take it from a level 30 or level 40. There’s a
number of great outposts [resource castles] which belong to other players who are
active and lower level, so | could take them very easy [sic] but | don’t think it would
be fair on the player and because it's not fair on the player, it also applies to me.
Because a level 800 could come and take my outposts whenever they want. So,
we’re all gripped by the common rules and unless we all stick to them the best we
can, we're all going to drown. (6eyes, January, 2016)

This interest stems from player investment in their own virtual goods and property in the
game, as well as the real-world money investments they have made into their accounts.

Fairplay rules, as a form of cooperative regulation, also uphold a sense of community
and exhibit ways in which the contexts of game culture are constantly interacting with
and transforming each other. What is interesting to observe is how the fairplay rules are
constructed for specific purposes, which can be clearly seen from certain guidelines
created, such as ones used to maintain a sense of control over the environment, or pre-
serving a sense of enjoyment for others by preventing excessive spending.

5.2.2.1. Fairplay Rules for a Pleasant Experience (and Less Consumerism)

Several players interviewed stated that having these co-decided rules nurtures fun, lev-
els the playing field, and prevents acts of bullying and that this, in turn, prevents count-
less new and frustrated members from quitting the game. Some of these rules, such as
averting attacks between players with huge level discrepancies or stopping attacks on
castles that are already on fire (meaning they have already been attacked and the play-
ers are repairing the damage), are established to prevent the bullying of players. Other
rules, such as limiting the number of attacks between alliances or encouraging one-on-
one alliance warfare, regulate war-time behavior and alliance affairs in a way that guar-
antees the in-game environment remains agreeable and not too hostile or antisocial, as
the game mechanics intend.

Other fairplay rules are mentioned regarding the ownership, takeover and transfer of
virtual property. Some of these are officially documented, while others are only passed
on verbally and vary between alliances. Rules such as no attacking or taking over of
resource villages or islands, which as mentioned earlier are both rare, and status indica-
tors for players, or no tool cleaning/sweeping attacks against players during normal play
(attacks when players attack another’'s castle and claim all their tools, including ones
they might have purchased for real money, adding a real-life loss) are agreed upon to
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protect the investments of players and ensure that wars are not started over the shared
virtual properties of players'®.

One other set of fairplay regulations deals with preventing the ‘pay-to-win’ practice. This
leveling of the playing field is done by agreeing on rules that prevent users from taking
actions that are only accessible to VIPs and frequently paying users, and would require
plenty of real-life money to accomplish, which are hence discouraged. The types of ac-
tions prevented can be both accomplished through in-game mechanics, or through the
way the company differentiates between users. For example, actions such as moving
your castle to attack players (each move costs around 5000 rubies, which is around 5€
or more depending on the player’s region), or having multiple accounts to generate re-
sources, which most players know GGS permits VIP and heavy payers to do, are not
allowed by fairplay rules.

What several of these rules attempt to is to prevent an overly aggressive wartime in-
game environment and instead promote one that is as pleasurable as possible for both
newcomers and old-timers alike. Through avoiding unnecessary wars, preventing bully-
ing, and minimizing the takeover of virtual properties or goods, the organizers of these
rules claim that they are trying to promote a healthy in-game community. While this is
certainly true, and the environment is safeguarded thanks to these rules, fairplay is also
advantageous because it curbs microtransactions and combats the overly commercial-
ized game mechanics of Empire. This is entirely evident to older players, as stated by
6eyes, “because you know, Goodgame wants us to fight each other because wars
cost,” (January, 2016). Hence, these fairplay rules are not only a method of ensuring a
pleasurable in-game experience for players, but also combat overly commercial game
development and ensure an enjoyable out-of-game experience as well, one which might
positively reflect on players’ bank accounts. Still, fairplay rules do not entirely escape
criticism: some might argue that these sets of rules add another level of restriction to an
already fictional world.

5.2.2.2. Control Through Fairplay

It is stated on the Empire forums that “These rules are designed to provide guidance,
not to be used as mechanism of control,” and that no “alliance or player will be forced to
comply with them but rather you are encouraged to do so to help create a positive envi-
ronment in which PvP [player vs. player] can develop rather than be constrained,” (Bat-
ten, 2017). Still, as mentioned by 6eyes, failure to comply with fairplay rules leads to
negative consequences both within players’ own group formations and from outside in-
fluences (other alliances). The fairplay rules officially state that breaches to the code will
be handled diplomatically at first, but “further responses will be expected to be propor-

"% See Subchapter 5.3.1.1. for more information on attachment to virtual property.
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tionate,” (Batten, 2017). Hence, there is some form of ambiguous control exercised
through this cooperative regulation.

While several players find fairplay rules essential in maintaining a pleasant environment,
other individuals voice concerns over the constrictive nature of these rules. After all, this
is just a game, and a war game at that. Arcanine, the community manager, even states
that his peak moment during his entire time playing Empire was breaking the fairplay
rules:

My happiest moment was when | attacked somebody’s village and stole it from
them, and then | got a tirade of aggressive messages from about 30 different people
because that was absolutely hilarious. It was so funny. (May, 2016).

This necessity for control could presumably be linked to a missing sense of ownership,
due to the virtual nature of the online game, which provides no physical cartridge or
disc. The fact that players invest a lot of money into the game yet receive nothing in re-
turn other than digital currency and virtual property could leave them with a need to es-
tablish a sense of authority over the game. These issue of gamer identity and virtual
property ownership are discussed in detail in the following section, under the Identifica-
tion context.
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5.3. Identification

The context of identification in the circuit of culture deals with the continuing process of
building identity based on dialogue or patterns communicated through games (Wimmer,
2012). Patterns and dialogues are based on two separate dimensions, either based on
the game or community. Game-based dialogues or patterns are those which stem di-
rectly from the game itself; this includes aspects such as story or NPC text, quotations,
and official instructions from the developers and Ul (user interface) settings. However,
since patterns are not as straightforward as ‘dialogue,’ this can be multifaceted. For ex-
ample, game-based patterns include the actions of characters within the game, the fan-
tasy setting itself, the costumes of these characters, or their fictional languages; they
are not bound to one specific level. This means that game-based patterns are highly
dependent on the game itself. For instance, during this ethnography, it was especially
notable that users seem to identify with their virtual goods and properties, as specified
later in this subchapter. These items are patterns specifically communicated in Empire.

Community-based patterns and dialogues, on the other hand, stem from in-game inter-
actions with individuals. Examples of such dialogues come almost exclusively from in-
game chats or other community communication channels, utilizing jargon and adapting
original game terms. As for community-based patterns, these are either mostly formed
by specific contexts facing the particular game community, or have to do with specific
community formations themselves (alliances, clans, etc.). For example, in Empire, nu-
merous community-based patterns observed are based on social matters and include
ethical concerns, payment in games, fairness in play and the community divide, which
will be later highlighted by users’ identity negotiations. This was assumed to be normal,
given the application of the F2P business model.

During the 18-month ethnography, the F2P model was seen to transform the identity of
gamers through a constant negotiation process with various practices, such as the
ownership of virtual items, their personal payment, and even the actions and values of
GGS. Furthermore, the F2P model seems to transform how individuals identify the gam-
ing group they participate in, or the community as a whole.

5.3.1. Personal Gamer Identity

The first observable issue within this context is how the F2P model gives rise to situa-
tions that catalyze a negotiation process between an individual's gamer identity and
other matters. Determining the ‘gamer’ identity (as a gamer, casual, hardcore, or non-
gamer) of interview participants and those observed during the ethnography was not
easily accomplished. However, it was simplified given the measures mentioned earlier
by Shaw (2013) in her study on gamers who do not self-identify as such. These
measures are: self-identification (individuals describing themselves as gamers or not),
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gaming usage (continuous usage of the medium), community involvement (participating
in gaming communities) and media preferences (while preferences for certain hobbies
and mediums are not indicative of the gamer identity, distaste for similar things some-
times is). Once a participant's gamer identity had been established, it was interesting to
observe how this identity transforms their opinion, behavior and practices on a range of
issues, from virtual property ownership to payment and the actions or values of GGS.

5.3.1.1. Gamer Identity, Ownership and Attachment to Virtual Property

It was initially assumed that identifying as a gamer would alter an individual's feeling
about ownership of virtual property and their personal game accounts. However, that
did not turn out to be accurate. All Empire players interviewed, including those who self-
identified and those who were recognized as ‘gamers’ through their gaming usage and
community participation, were very aware that they did not own their virtual property or
their accounts: “I look upon it as being mine, though. | know in the terms and conditions
it's not and that it doesn’t exist. It's just pixels on a screen,” (6eyes, January, 2017).
Other players echoed this opinion, stating that even though they feel that they own their
accounts, they know this is not the case, and that GGS could delete their account, along
with their castles, at any point. Still, it is interesting to observe the juxtaposition of this
rational conclusion against their irrational attachment to their virtual property, which is
possibly due to their monetary investments in it.

[17:49] " r:don't leave them in your main castle whilst you're
away though

[17:49] DWW I FLs are hungry for flesh

[17:49 ~ - Nah mate

[17:49] J: 1 got that A Grade Defence

[18:07} It's not a terrible set up but I'd still be scared for
those vet horrors

[18:08] o generally offline set up you go heavy on one or

two flanks rather than trying to defend all three

Image 3: Alliance discussion on how to best setup defenses to protect premium troops when the
user is offline.

However, regardless of feelings of ownership, and how individuals identify (casual,
hardcore, gamer or non-gamer), almost all Empire players feel some form of frustration
over the loss of virtual property (see Image 3, where players discuss how best to protect
their troops during a Foreign Lords event). This can be either the loss of troops, tools,
castles or even hypothetically losing their accounts; every participant interviewed re-
called a scenario or situation where they were extremely annoyed over the loss of virtu-
al items that had taken them either time or premium currency (real money) to amass.
One of the CS representatives interviewed, who was not even a big fan of Empire, and
a self-proclaimed casual gamer, states her disappointment in the following scenario:
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Empire frustrating moments were when people were taking my outposts because |
had spent so much time getting them and making them have buildings that were
producing and it was self-sustaining and | didn’t actually have to do anything for
them to just be there and work and then some random person in the middle of the
night just took it from me. And then because | wasn’t willing to spend so much time
and effort to get them back, they were just lost [laughs] (Zelda, May, 2016).

Therefore, even as a casual gamer with no financial investment in the game, Zelda ex-
pressed frustration over her loss. However, compared to other Empire players inter-
viewed, she did not express any emotional attachment or ownership over her property.
Arcanine also notes this lack of emotional attachment in Empire when comparing it
World of Warcraft (WoW), noting that the saddest moments in Empire are hindrances
compared to real emotional loss in WoW:

The moments [...] are more sad because in our games they’re more sad [sic] be-
cause it's just annoying, it's just annoyances that are out of your control, whereas
the saddest moments in other games for me have all been when I've personally
messed something up and it's been a huge loss or something like that. For example,
WoW, we’re doing a big raid or something [...] | screw something up, we all die and
we waste about an hour and a half that we were just putting into that thing. That's
the kind of sadness you get from that, like a lack of accomplishment. You're trying
really hard for something and | also think it's the kind of sadness that you can come
back from, though. It's a sadness that helps you learn in a way. It's a sadness that
you deal with in that way, like it's a loss but it's not ... The losses in our game, espe-
cially when it's that kind of a loss, it's just a physical loss, it's not an emotional kind
of loss. You're not that invested in it (May, 2016).

Feelings of attachment and emotional involvement with virtual property in Empire might
seem related to gamer identity; however, they could also be related to financial invest-
ment. Out of the individuals interviewed, those who seem most attached to their virtual
property are those who have invested the most financially. Still, gamer identity does
have a role in this; because those willing to spend in Empire and most F2P games are
those who can be identified as casual or non-gamers (but still might self-identify as
gamers). This can be noted through their game usage, experience and community in-
volvement in other games and with other consoles.

Most of those interviewed who had experience with other types of games than F2P, ex-
pressed that spending in Empire is not enticing, “I think it's a crazy amount of money for
nothing. It's nothing you can keep,” (Lara, May, 2016). Arcanine, Empire’s community
manager and a self-proclaimed hardcore gamer, plays several other F2P games, and
expressed that he would gladly spend for cosmetic items, but still prefers not to spend
outside of his company allowance in Empire. Consequently, the value, ownership and
attachment to virtual property in Empire all seem to be related to an individual’s invest-
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ments in the game (see RQ2 for more details), not solely to gamer identity. On the other
hand, matters regarding an individual's (and others’) pay-status seem to heavily relate
to their gamer identity.

5.3.1.2. Gamer Identity and Payment

Both in Empire’s community, other F2P gaming communities, and the general gaming
environment, payment in F2P and other games that allow microtransactions is heavily
debated. Therefore, it is of no surprise that problems arise between an individual’s iden-
tity and payment in Empire. While there is not much discussion in-game of personal
spending'’, both casual and hardcore gamers identified during the ethnography find that
paying to win in Empire does not make one a ‘gamer’ in the classical sense, and more
importantly, that it takes the joy out of the game (see Image 4).

The reason an individual negotiates their gamer identity when paying to win is because
in doing so, they show a lack of skill, and proving one’s skill is an essential cornerstone
of this identity, “l play a lot of competitive games myself and it should always be down to
skill, in my opinion,” (Arcanine, May, 2016). This notion is only characteristic of some-
one with a true gamer identity, though, and Empire attracts a diverse range of players,
ranging from casual, hardcore, in-between and even those who do not even identify as
gamers at all. Therefore, there appears to be a duality in gamer identity in Empire that
results in either pride or shame over payment.

[01:28] . ‘I know it's a "war game" (and not a "farming
game to quote our absent friend lol ) but still say they're bullies
[01:30] , - quite so ally, and especially as they seem to play it

almost "professionally" and throw lots of money at it, instead of
enjoying the game to pass the time

Image 4: Alliance discussion where spending behavior that is seen as excessive ruining the fun
and environment.

For players who truly identify as gamers in the traditional sense, the initial sense of
pride is achieved from showing real skill in Empire. This usually occurs from accom-
plishments in the game through their own effort alone, without any payment. The easi-
est way for players to realize this other than leveling their castles faster than paying
players, is through player versus player contact. Gul'dan, the Empire game expert, ar-
ticulates this exact sentiment when he recounts his most satisfying moment in-game:

The happiest moment ever was when | was able to beat the player that clearly had
spent a lot in the game but you saw that he doesn’t really get the game, like it’s this
typical, | will buy millions of troops or something and then just without thinking put-

" Discussed further under Appropriation context, see social rules, Subchapter 5.4.3.3.
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ting them [sic]. And then defeating him, with let's say average castle [sic], or some-
thing, it was very satisfying. (May, 2016).

In addition to Empire, Gul'dan also plays multiple other games competitively, including
Hearthstone and Player Unknown’s Battlegrounds (PUBG), so it is clear that to him, skill
is essential to any successful gamer. Hence, he takes pride in having beaten another
player who was paying to win, one who had spent a significant amount of money on
tools and troops but had failed because he lacked essential ability and knowledge.

While spending was common among players of various identities in Empire, according
to the CS representatives and community managers interviewed, it seems that those
who did not spend as much, and gained their achievements through hard work, are
sometimes seen as superior: “If they manage to achieve something then people have
more respect for them in a way,” (Zelda, May, 2016). This is what leads to shame and
people lying about individual spending habits; whether it is about spending more than
they do, or less, players do not seem to be honest about their purchasing habits for var-
ious reasons. Arcanine notes that whenever new expensive features are released,
players that normally purchase them will complain that it is unfair for those who cannot
afford these features, right before making the purchase themselves (May, 2016). It is
almost as if players are easing their shame and guilt right before their purchases, which
helps them to take advantage over other players.

Oddly enough, and due to the tiered official regulation of Empire, there are individuals
on the other end of the spectrum who pride themselves on being heavy spenders in the
game (VIPs). One CS representative recounts the actions of some of these players:

They would say | spent a million euro, some people had this tendency when they
wanted to somehow show that they have relations with customer support, like they
are in cahoots with us because they spend a lot of money. And, oh my god, we are
helping them achieve | don’t know what, which all of the time is not true. But by say-
ing they spent a lot of money the claim got some weight to it (Zelda, May, 2016).

While some players might be lying to execute this as an intimidation strategy (given that
is common knowledge that GGS treats heavy spenders better), others might be genu-
inely telling the truth and proud to be spending so heavily on the game. This is regard-
less of whether they are doing so to get a competitive edge, or to display their position
in the community and indicate their status (more on payment and status below).

Nevertheless, an individual’'s gamer identity alters these feelings over spending, with
those who identify as hardcore gamers, especially of other games than Empire (or F2P
ones), not expressing any pride but instead being ashamed of their spending habits.
Similarly, gamer identity plays a role in negotiating how individuals feel about GGS’
business practices and values overall. This was evident in both players and employees.
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5.3.1.3. Employee Identity and Company Values

Within the company’s customer service and community management departments are a
number of employees that identify as hardcore gamers, casual gamers, and even non-
gamers (although this is more common in customer service than community manage-
ment). These various identities lead to a wide range of alignments with GGS’ business
outlook, practices and values.

Nevertheless, regardless of how individuals identify (hardcore, casual, or non-gamer),
almost all employees interviewed seem to have some problems with how GGS handles
certain situations and their procedures. Zelda (casual), who worked in the Romanian
market and had little supervision, found it unethical to answer higher paying users first.
Therefore, she preferred to answer customer tickets in chronological order, regardless
of payment status. Gul'dan (hardcore) finds the company’s decision to not ban VIP and
heavy pay users who constantly harass the community extremely negative, possibly
having harmful consequences for the overall environment. Moreover, as stated earlier,
Arcanine (hardcore), much like other community managers, felt that the company
should cater to more than just the paying users, and should listen to the voices of the
community as a whole:

Everybody should have their opinion heard at least, everybody should have a valua-
ble opinion. Just because you don’t spend money doesn’t mean you don’t know
what you're talking about. And just to do things based off that, it’s a little bit unfair to
me, like as a gamer myself. (May, 2016).

Lara (casual, borderline non-gamer) finds the company’s practice in attacking players to
incentivize microtransactions completely unethical, especially in the case where they
launched a massive shadow attack against the entire server: “It was stupid and it was
unfair because they had no chance to attack, they had no-one to attack and they were
unrealistic attacks because no other player would have done this. It was insane,” (May,
2016).

Still, regardless of how employees identify and feel about the company’s practices or
values, they understand GGS’ approach as profit-oriented and not as focused on pro-
ducing fun or innovative products:

It's not really fair but | can understand it from a business perspective, because you
do want to make money, it's not like you don’'t want to make money. Ideally it would
be a great company who [sic] has enough resources that everyone gets treated the
same (Zelda, May, 2016).

Zelda, who has her own approach to answering users that she deems fair, concedes
that the company’s policy does make business sense. But it is Lara who puts it best
when she says, “| think it [tiered service] makes sense business wise. Fairness, in soci-
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ety, in the game world, it's the same thing. It's capitalism and it's not fair. It's the way the
system works and the system is shit but it is what it is,” (May, 2016). Not only casual
gamers but most employees, even the most passionate hardcore gamers like Arcanine
and Gul'dan, understand that the company is in the end a business, and they adjust
their expectations to meet that reality. They represent completely different kinds of
game workers from those cited by Wimmer and Sitnikova (2011), who identify strongly
with the company they work at and feel like a part of the studio where they are em-
ployed, because of their interest in games. At GGS, and possibly other F2P companies,
individuals, even entirely passionate gamers, understand that they are working at a
profit-oriented business, and hence, might not strongly identify with the company in the
same way as ones who work in traditional game studio.

5.3.1.4. Gamer Identity and Company Values

The way players identify also plays a role in how they negotiate certain matters regard-
ing the company’s practices and values. However, in the case of players, it is not the
gamer identification (hardcore, casual, non-gamer) that matters as much as which
group they identify with: paying or non-paying players (group identification is discussed
in the next section). Empire players who identify with paying players, for example, seem
to have faith in the company, and trust its actions.

[22:55] 8 - I think it is time you stopped this before it gets out of
handl guess you are young and have a future but what you are doing is
a bordering on criminal Would be a shame if the police get involved but
beleive me GGE have a responsibility to report this if it continuesl will
not repeat this message

[22:56] I that will definetilay get to them

Image 5: Threats sent to opposing alliances showing faith in GGS supporting actions

One case concerns the alliance leader 6eyes and a younger member, who was being
bullied by another alliance. To assist the younger member, 6eyes messaged the other
alliance saying that GGS would get involved if they did not cease their actions, and that
he had sent in tickets to GGS, which he linked in alliance chat (see Image 5). 6eyes
believed that GGS would not hesitate to involve the police or other law enforcement
should the bullying get too far out of hand. The way in which 6eyes communicates with
the other alliance, and relays the communication to his own alliance, exhibits the faith
he has in the company to take the correct moral actions, because he is a paying mem-
ber. He even believes the company can take this sort of action without realizing that
they really only have jurisdiction within Germany (as stated in the terms of service).

Furthermore, in his personal interview, 6eyes openly expresses this trust in GGS. This
can be either attributed to his pay status or the fact that he is always on the positive end
of tiered regulation:
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I've had cause to complain in the past and they've always put right what went
wrong. And there’s been a number of times when there’s been a bug that's affected
me and some of my players, and I've reported it to Goodgame and they’ve always,
where possible, put right stuff that went wrong. (6eyes, January, 2017).

His statement also shows his confidence in the company rectifying these bugs just to
improve the game community, and not actually to appease the paying players, hoping to
generate more microtransactions and profit.

On the other end of the pay-spectrum, non-paying players are constantly criticizing
GGS for refusing to fix specific bugs, for incessant “money-grabbing” activities, and the
company’s practices and values overall. This was repeatedly demonstrated through so-
cial media channels, such as Facebook, but not the official forums, which were heavily
moderated. Moreover, due to a lack of trust, or confidence in GGS, non-pay users rarely
communicated with CS representatives or community managers concerning serious
issues. They mostly reached out regarding password resets or minor matters. On the
other hand, heavy spenders or VIP users were the ones who would constantly com-
municate about minor bugs, balancing issues and the like (Zelda, May, 2016). This is
probably because heavy-paying users were the ones who trusted the company, and did
not care about its true profit-centric and business-oriented nature.

Agreeing to and trusting in GGS’ practices and values is the sort of behavior that is ne-
gotiated not by individual gamer identification (as a hardcore, casual or non-gamer), but
by group identification, meaning which group an individual identifies with: paying or non-
paying users. This practice is something that could be entirely unique to Empire, F2P, or
other games utilizing microtransactions and which allows for the separation of users
along payment lines.

5.3.2. Identifying with Clans and the Community

Video games, as a digital medium, are unique in their ability to provide various facets for
their users to identify with, ranging from interactive gameplay, or narratives, to engaging
communities and online groups. Van Looy et al. (2010) devise a specific scale to meas-
ure such identification in MMORPGs that narrows down player identification to three
specific types: group (alliance) identification, game (community) identification and avatar
(character) identification. This scale is best utilized for Empire, since two out of three
types of identification are heavily present in the game (group and community). Avatar
identification did not manifest in the sample because the player does not control a single
character, and it is not easy to identify with an entire landmass instead of a personal
character that a player embodies. When avatar identification did manifest, however, it
was related to attachment to virtual property and coded as such. Hence, attention to
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these practices in Empire is primarily given to group (alliance) and community-based
identification.

5.3.2.1. Playing with Payment Classes: Group Identification in Empire

Group identification, as mentioned by Van Looy et al. (2010) notes identifying with one’s
guild in an MMORPG, which in Empire commonly appears as identifying with one’s alli-
ance. Alliances are group formations, and are Empire’s equivalent to guilds or clans in
MMORPGs. While group identification is quite common in all types of multiplayer and
online games, what is unique to Empire (and possibly other multiplayer F2P games) is
that group identification is sometimes centered on payment status; meaning that users
identify with others based on how much they are, or are not, paying into the game.

What most noticeably indicates the practice of players identifying with a group of a cer-
tain pay status is the existence of elitist alliances, ones that only allow paying users to
join. While the opposite types of alliance might also exist, those only permitting non-
paying users, they were not observed during the ethnography. Individuals interviewed
noted that they only fraternize (and identify) with those within their own payment group,
as observable from what one player states “those that spend money big time ... could
be branded as elitist,” (Eek, January, 2017). Here, Eek, also a paying user, not only dif-
ferentiates himself from other high-paying users, but also adds later that he does not
interact much with assumed “elitists,” aka those in higher payment brackets. Lara, the
CS representative, notes that there is certainly bitterness between different user groups
in Empire:

Obviously [segmentation] makes the non-pay players resentful of the pay players
because they clearly have an advantage over them even if you're just spending like
a normal pay user, spending like 10 dollars or 20. You just can’t compete. Yeah, it
builds up a lot of resentment between alliances, between people in general. It just
makes them angry (May, 2016).

However, group identification goes beyond simple distaste for a different group, or as-
sociation with related paying users, and extends to more obstructive practices. These
include restricted alliances with rigorous rules, which only permit players based on spe-
cific spending habits. 6eyes notes that he has spotted several alliances with public de-
scriptions stating, “conditions of entry [...] of being a member [...] would require you to
spend rubies [real money] to be in there” (January, 2017). Therefore, there is an ob-
servable divide between players of different pay statuses, with those paying choosing to
sometimes play exclusively with their own.

One reasoning for this sort of separation and identification with different pay-groups
(and therefore alliances) is presumably due to competitive pressures propagated
through dark game design patterns, as well as the aggressive in-game environment.
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Lara, comments on these competitive pressures when offhandedly mentioning some
elitist alliances: “We even have alliances on the server who actually say only ruby buy-
ers in their alliance description. Like they don’t want anyone who’s non-pay because
they know they’re not competitive in the game, so, it's completely useless to have
them,” (May, 2016). This is one reason why these sorts of separatist alliances exist, and
most possibly why players have no qualms about identifying with them, since they fulfill
their needs for success and rivalry.

5.3.2.2. Acquaintances with Benefits

Possibly due to group identification focused on pay status, competitiveness and per-
sonal benefit, connections between alliance members in Empire seem to be weaker
than in other MMORPGs or multiplayer games. It is not possible to compare Empire to
every other game individually, because the researcher did not partake in an ethnogra-
phy of another MMORPG or similar non-F2P multiplayer game. However, there are
several observations made of the alliance over the 18-months and their interactions, as
well as answers in interviews, that led to this assumption.

Firstly, most members of the alliance which the researcher was a part of can be consid-
ered quite close-knit. They converse almost daily in alliance-chat, and about more than
just the game: they discuss their personal lives, their families and their hobbies (see
Image 6). However, regardless of how close they seemed and whatever off-topic or re-
al-world discussions they had, members interviewed still hesitated in labeling their alli-
ance contacts as real friends, preferring to call them acquaintances instead. Eek notes
that he enjoys being friends with his old alliance on the mobile version of Empire (E4K),
and then quickly corrects himself: “Still being mates with some of the players | left be-
hind in the android version is also a kick...Well ‘mates’ is probably too strong a word but
more like acquainted with,” (January, 2017). Meanwhile, 6eyes describes his relation-
ship with his alliance members as being similar to work ones, further proving the
mutualist nature of these alliances:

| guess they’'d call them acquaintances like you have at work. So, | get emails from
people and | talk with them but we’ve never met. I'm very friendly with them and
they’re very friendly to me, we sometimes have a joke in an email but | would call
them acquaintances (January, 2017).

What was observed in DTS Titanium is that players do not communicate much outside
of the game, except to warn each other of attacks, furthering the “work-like” relationship
based on reciprocal benefits. Interviewed alliance members expressed no interest in
actually meeting each other, preferring to keep their relationships purely online, as ex-
pressed here by the alliance leader:
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I have a rule you know, you should never meet Mr. X, for example, because Mr. X is
Mr.X and | have an image in my mind of what Mr. X looks like in real life, which I'm
holding on to. So, it's a contained fantasy, which you shouldn’t break [...] I've got no
real desire to meet Mr. X or any of the other players (6eyes, January, 2017).

This overall identification with groups (alliances) based on mutual benefits, driven by a
need for success and a competitiveness instead of real bonds, further fragments the
community along payment status, differentiating it yet again from some classical pay-to-
play games. Nevertheless, no matter how divided the community becomes, the one is-
sue that can unite it is standing against GGS itself.

5.3.2.3. Fragmented but Whole: Empire Community Identification

As seen in the way users identify with groups of their own payment status, and with the
alliances they have formed in exchange for mutual competitive benefits, the Empire
community seems disjointed. While it is expected that in a war-themed game, users
would be split along alliance lines, as this is completely normal and within the fictional
lore and rules of the game, being torn along payment status lines is an additional barri-
er.

Nevertheless, there still appears to be one ultimate cause that brings the community
together, and that is fighting against GGS’ erroneous actions. While the community is
divided about the company’s values and regular business practices, they will still band
together and fight large game-wide issues that span multiple servers. Arcanine notes
that compared to other games he has played, in Empire the only sense of community he
has noticed comes from these negative topics:

I've seen the sense of community comes [sic] from our changes and negative per-
ception of the game. They're together against us, in a way. They're together against
the heavy monetization, they see problems with the game and they unite over that,
that’s their common ground. Whereas with other Free-to-Play games | play, it's usu-
ally unity purely for the love of the game and purely for discussion of the game and
tactics and so-on. While as | feel, even though our guys really do care about the
game and they're really into it, it's usually they come together more often when it's
to give us negative feedback (May, 2016).

This contradicts the notion that no real community exists in Empire: surely a type of
community does. Arcanine even concedes that players do assist each other, but still it is
not the same type of community as in other games. Other employees interviewed also
note that there is heavy discussion, user generated content'?, and community involve-
ment (Weasley, Zelda & Gul'dan, May, 2016). Still, while there might be a sense of

"2 However, the actual amount of user-generated content observed during the ethnography was entirely
lacking compared to other gaming communities.
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community, this does not change the fact that the community itself is divided along both
fictional and nonfictional lines, slightly breaching the magic-circle.

In a similar way to how individuals identify with others of similar pay status, the ways in
which a user identifies with the Empire game community may be transformed by their pay
status as well. To distinguish how users identify with the game community, special attention
was given to players’ community involvement during participant observation and interviews.
The more players were involved in the community (through specific game practices) and
the more their statements indicated their attachment to and involvement with the Empire
community itself, the higher their community identification was assumed to be.

[12:23] : evening

[12:25] i hello

[12:36] hello 1 ", do are doing well tonight

[12:37] - yes thanks norris, although it's a cold, dull
morning here

[12:39] 7: where runing around in short sleeves

[12:40] i maybe we could swap places lol

[12:42] 9 house swap for the christmas

[12: 4 li she was asking me not you

[12:44] o tweetie you can have a 40 c summer here

[12:44] ~ 5 lol - no fighting over me boys ha ha

[12:44] i do you get snow where you are for christmas

[12:46] "~ 5:sadly don't get snow at christmas, I'm in south of
england, used to live in North Yorkshire and that was very snowy
[12:49] 1 got to love a white christmas

[12:51] "0 yes makes it more special - always looks good in
films

[12:53 : yes it always looks great

Image 6: Casual alliance chat sharing quite a bit of personal details around Christmas time.

What was observed was that the higher paying users were more involved in the community
than lower and non-paying users. This, however, was not constant and there were quite a
few exceptions. Still, both players and employees interviewed (especially community man-
agers) state that in their own experience, the players they have seen to be most devoted to
the community are usually the ones who have invested the most financially as well:

Personally, what I've seen is a lot of people [sic] that are big spenders are also the
big leaders in the game and that’s part of the reason why they also spend is be-
cause they want to look after their guys. They want to look after the people they play
with, even the guys that don’t spend any money. They want to be a sort of symbol to
them, to show they are a powerful player and they can teach them and they can
help them with things. Yeah, they spend to sort of hold their status and be leaders in
the community (Arcanine, May, 2016).

For heavy spenders, financial investment in the game is not only seen as spending in
the form of individual microtransactions on their own accounts, but it is also a form of
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investment in the community itself, supporting their alliance and establishing status (see
Subchapter 5.4.1.3). This is done through both formalized game-mechanics, such as
premium currency donations to the alliance bank, or informal means, such as facilitating
takeovers of outposts equipped with tools and troops, purchased with premium curren-
cy, and with quite a high real-world monetary value.

As for non-pay users, community involvement is usually in the form of user-generated
content, such as user guides on how to progress without payment, or how to make the
most out of the meager supply of premium currency that in-game quests provide:

You get some users on the forum who actually write guides on how to not buy rubies
and how to make the most of the rubies that you have. Like purchase important
things and try not to spend it on unnecessary things. So, we do have level 70 play-
ers who've never purchased rubies before, which is crazy when you think about it.
They’re very rare and far between [sic] but they do exist. So, it's taken them years to
reach this level in the game, to reach one of the highest levels without purchasing in
the game (Lara, May, 2016).

As Lara indicates, non-pay users who show this level of community involvement and
commitment are uncommon. Therefore, using community involvement as a measure of
identifying with the Empire community itself, it seems that an individual’s pay status is
what impacts their involvement, and therefore their identification with it. Arcanine sum-
marizes the disparity in user involvement best when he discloses the difference in how
users communicate with him on the forums:

The higher paying users are usually a lot more well-spoken. They like to discuss their
ideas with me, they’ll talk to me directly and they’ll actually spend a lot of time talking to
me and giving me constructive feedback, like telling me what they would change and
how would they change it. Whereas the lower paying users tend to just tell me “x sucks”
or “y is too expensive” and it's like could you give me a little bit more information? And
they don’t bother because they don’t care as much (May, 2016).

While this might not be true for all users or all channels of communications, this exam-
ple illustrates how community involvement, and therefore community identification,
might vary and relate to user pay-groups.

Empire (and, it is assumed, other F2P games) represents a unique gaming environment
where certain practices can occur, such as group and community identification related
to user payment, as well as the negotiation of a player's gamer identity based on their
spending habits, or the company’s practices. Furthermore, spending seems to transform
the appropriation context of the game culture, or how the game is used, played and em-
bedded in the daily lives of the gamers, as will be indicated in the following subchapter.
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5.4. Appropriation

Within the context of appropriation, phenomena or practices concerning how games are
played, used and embedded in daily life are observed. The F2P model transforms not
only the practice of playing, but also others, such as specific spending habits, or the
budgeting of currency, which might not even exist in traditional pay-to-play games. Addi-
tionally, the F2P model might alter how the game is integrated into a player's daily
schedule, as well as their social relationships in the game. In Empire (and possibly other
F2P games), the payment model even alters the boundaries between the real and game
worlds, causing a spillover between the two, where players’ motivations transfer into the
game world and some harsh non-virtual realities transfer into the fictional game-world.

5.4.1. Play and Purchasing

An essential part of Empire (and most F2P) gameplay is based around
microtransactions. While there are players who avoid making a purchase during their
entire time playing Empire, some (if not most) tend to make one or two
microtransactions along the way. If not with real money, they do this with their accumu-
lated in-game premium currency, won through hard-earned quest rewards. Hence, the
spending of in-game premium currency and purchasing of both decorative and function-
al items is a fundamental aspect of the appropriation context of Empire, if not of all F2P
games. Initially, players who spend regularly in Empire form spending routines which
they tend to maintain over time, managing their budgets, and even self-assessing these
habits. This not only transforms the incorporation of the game in their daily lives, but
also how it is experienced by others who do not make purchases.

5.4.1.1. Spending Practices and Habits

There are several qualitative and quantitative studies probing F2P players on what they
spend money on in F2P games, and why (see Subchapter 2.4.3.3.). Hence, this is not
the main concern when observing the spending habits of players in the ethnography of
Empire; instead, focus was given to how players spend (through specific practices) and
how they make sense of this spending.

Initially, it seemed that longtime players of Empire (or at least those who form part of the
alliance observed and later interviewed in this research) had all established a spending
allowance for the game. These budgets function in a similar way to a MMORPG sub-
scription that charges a player a certain amount per month. But instead of having the
amount automatically charged to a user’s credit card or bank account, the players inter-
viewed claimed that they bought premium currency for only a specific amount per
month, which would ideally be enough to help them manage their in-game require-
ments: “Normally £15 a week unless | have done overtime, when | can persuade Mrs. X
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to let me spend a bit more,” (Mr. X, January, 2017). As Mr. X states, his monthly allow-
ances can be influenced by real world factors, such as his wife’s opinion and his real-
world salary. Similarly, Lowlander states that he bases his purchasing on which bills
need to be paid in a certain week (January, 2017).

There are also in-game factors that can influence this monthly allowance. 6eyes notes
that there are certain situations which call for increased monthly spending, such as alli-
ance tournaments, or periods of increased gaming activity that necessitate additional
premium currency in the hope of protecting one’s virtual assets:

If | could see someone attacking me...| literally went out and bought some rubies
and then beefed up my defense, or bought some defense troops. But on the whole, |
try not to spend more than that because | just don’t want to spend the money. (Jan-
uary, 2017).

Even while reluctant to do so, 6eyes does increase his spending during certain in-game
situations, as do other players interviewed.

Nevertheless, what is common in both these situations is that players will almost always
only purchase currency when it is on sale. In Empire, there are certain periods labeled
Prime Times, when players are able to purchase double or even triple the amount of
premium currency for the same amount of money (see Image 7). The times of these
sales are not known to the players, and they are usually on a countdown timer to incen-
tivize purchasing. So players try to make the best of them when they appear. The more
experienced players know that these sales occur frequently, and they therefore know
not to make a regular purchase unless absolutely necessary, waiting for primetime
sales to make one instead: “All you're buying is pixels, really. As long as you time it
right, when an offer is on. You get enough rubies to sustain a lot of activity for that mon-
ey,” (6eyes, January, 2017).

With regular monthly (or sometimes weekly) payments, playing Empire can develop into
quite an expensive hobby, and some players justify this spending by claiming it as their
only indulgence: “l don't drink or smoke, so, why not spend the odd amount of money
playing a game | enjoy” (Lowlander, January, 2017). Still, as discussed earlier in the
production context, Empire has been developed in such a way as to incentivize a ques-
tionable amount of microtransactions. Hence, a number of players also implement in-
game budgeting strategies in addition to their real-world allowances. These are usually
conducted together with other individual strategies for assessing both their financial and
time investment in the game.
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Limited offer!
Get 100% more rubies!

For e;ample. buy 2,500 rubies
and you'll receive 5,000!

Add rubies

Image 7: Example Prime Time offer pop-up which appears in-game with countdown timer and ex-
planation of how the offer works.

5.4.1.2. Budgeting and Self-Assessment

Having a set amount to spend on Empire per month (or week) limits most of the inter-
viewed players to spending their premium currency on specific items. This budgeting of
in-game currency (as a counterpart to the real-world imposed allowance they mentioned
earlier) is done, one assumes, to lessen the impact of the aggressive monetization seen
in Empire’s development. Budgeting your in-game currency is essential for success in
Empire: “in our game, it's also how you use the money you invested [...] You use it bad-
ly and you’re not going to be top of the leaderboards anyway but as long as you use it
efficiently then you can be,” (Lara, May, 2016).

It is apparent that long-time, dedicated players of Empire implement budgeting strate-
gies of their in-game premium currency in ways that supplement their own motivations
for playing the game. For example, achievement-oriented players who are focused on
advancement (Yee, 2005), are more likely to budget their currency to spend on items
and features that improve their castle and assist in leveling up, while refraining from
spending on cosmetic items: “My spending of rubies mainly goes on building upgrades.
Some things | won't spend rubies on like decorative buildings,” (Pott, January, 2017).
On the other hand, players who are focused on competition (Yee, 2005) are more likely
to budget their premium currency to spend on attacking tools and troops, essential
items needed to be able to remain competitive in the game for both PvP and non-player
combat. An archetype of this sort of budgeting is 6eyes:
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I’'m doing my best to spend the minimum amount of money on the game to achieve
what | want to achieve, which is to be able to attack, predominantly in the non-player
games, in terms of events, etc. Which | believe they geared up...that you have to
spend rubies to actually do well in them. Because | don’t think you can do well in
any of the events they hold without spending some money (January, 2017).

Not only is 6eyes attentive to the increasingly aggressive monetization by GGS, but he
is also exercising financial self-assessment, which can be seen from his awareness of
his budgeting process, and how it is motivated by his competitive drive or gaming incen-
tive.

It then becomes clear that, for several long time Empire players, self-assessment of
both financial and time investment in the game is quite common, especially when play-
ers are suspicious of the developer’s intentions. Interviewed players were all precisely
aware of how much they had spent over the years playing Empire, not hesitant to state
comparatively large numbers ranging between €3000-6000 over an average of five
years (6eyes, Eek, Lowlander & Mr. X, January, 2017).

Players also assess their financial investments by justifying their purchases or the price
of in-game items before making them. Eek, for example, will first ask himself if what he
is about to purchase is a necessity or a luxury, since at his current level his castle can
be considered “complete” and anything other than attack or defense tools would be
considered decorative (Eek, January, 2017).

A final self-assessment strategy is to compare financial investment in Empire to other
media spending and hobbies. Several players justify their in-game allowances through
this strategy, such as Mr. X who states that, “I feel £15 a week is not bad for a week’s
gaming, compared to other entertainment options [such as] cinema, ten pin bowling,
purchase of DVDs [or] books,” (January, 2017). Others use this strategy as justification
and self-assessment of their time-investment, not just their financial one:

For me it was like, free time, people like to go out, have some beers and stuff, if I'm
sitting at home playing free games, why don’t | pay 5 euros [...] Plus I'm not study-
ing anymore that [sic] | can play 12 hours per day or something, (Gul'dan, May,
2016).

Gul'dan, the Empire game expert, assesses his financial investments as worthy by
equating them with other people’s weekend activities. He also associates his financial
investment in the game with his own time investment (featuring both types of self-
assessment), noting that he does not have as much time to pour into the game, so he
can take advantage of the time/money trade off instead of grinding endlessly.
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5.4.1.3. Spending and Play Experience

Paying money to skip the tiresome grind is just a small reflection of how an individual's
microtransactions, or spending in Empire, can alter their playing experience. During the
participant observation and interviews, it was seen that spending can obviously trans-
form a player’s performance in the game (due the way the game has been developed),
as well as an individual’'s sense of accomplishment, their feelings of pressure and even
enjoyment derived from playing.

As discussed in the production context, Empire is monetized quite aggressively, making
it difficult for non-paying players to compete with those who do spend. This situation
transforms the playing experience for both types of player simultaneously. Initially, for
non-paying players, gameplay becomes quite challenging, as described by Pott here:

You have to spend some rubies creating essential buildings that perform functions
no other non-ruby building can provide. For example, without adequate hospital [sic]
most of your troop would be lost in battle. You could play the game without spending
rubies or rather just pillaging the odd few the game provides, but it would limit your
progress in the game and make the game incredibly frustrating (January, 2017).

In addition to Pott, other players interviewed all state that not purchasing premium cur-
rency in Empire has a dire effect on an individual’s performance, hindering the speed at
which they are able to improve their castle and perform basic in-game tasks like attack-
ing others. This, of course, leads to frustration with the game.

Nonetheless, the irritation felt by non-paying players can also be due to not being able
to compete with paying players. As discussed earlier, due to Empire’s development,
(significant) payment is mostly what is required for success:

The amount you spend kind of directly affects how powerful you are in the game.
So, you buy the tools and the troops and so on and they make you stronger and
usually you'd have wait times for them to build but you can buy the strongest ones
and just constantly use them, basically. So, if you want the strongest stuff in the
game, you have to spend money on it (Arcanine, May, 2016).

While having the strongest equipment and the most in-game currency does not always
guarantee success, it does increase one’s chances, and topping the leaderboards are
usually players who have invested most money in the game (Lara, May, 2016). This sort
of spending provides what is presumably an enjoyable gaming experience for those
who are able to devote enough money and time to enable them to top the leaderboards
and always finish first. Nevertheless, this results again in a divide between user groups,
one that is observable enough to cause frustration in non-paying and lower paying us-
ers:
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There’s like a big gap that we refer to in our game a lot and the forums always talk
about. The guys that do spend money are like the leaders, basically, of the entire
server. They are the most powerful guys, they always will be and everyone knows
they will be and like spending money is such a huge divide. You spend money and
you are part of the elite, so to speak and it really divides the game. It makes it im-
balanced in a way (Arcanine, May, 2016).

Hence, by spending a noteworthy amount of money in Empire, you can not only en-
hance your gaming experience, increasing the speed of certain processes and purchas-
ing exclusive buildings or items, but you are also joining an elite group of users. This is
a group of heavy-spending users, who receive an equal amount of respect and criticism
in the community.

For most individuals, other than a select few dedicated professionals and collectors,
gaming can be considered a low-cost hobby or activity. However, the practice of
microtransactions in play, which is only present in F2P games, pushes gaming into
more expensive realms, challenging its low-cost label. This new practice signals a trans-
formation in the overall culture, or perhaps the emergence of a subculture completely
distinct from traditional pay-to-play games (more on this in Chapter 6.0). Furthermore,
due to certain aspects of its design, Empire, possibly like some other F2P games, could
display new ways of being incorporated into the daily lives of its players compared to
traditional pay-to-play games.

5.4.2. Daily Integration and Challenges

In Empire, both the players interviewed and those observed tend to integrate gameplay
rather uniquely into their daily lives, compared to players of traditional pay-to-play, or
subscription games. Most players stated that they played the game for between three
and five hours a day. Initially, this number of hours per day seems surprising for individ-
uals who technically do not classify as classic gamers, but what really differentiates
Empire’s daily appropriation from other traditional games is that these three to five
hours are spread out over the entire day. In that sense, dedicated Empire players are
constantly online throughout the entire day, only taking breaks to be in the real-world
instead:

Try to play every day, used to log on before work but [the] game is now so compli-
cated cannot do it justice in that half hour, now log on when | get home midafternoon
and stay on until bed unless have things to do around house or in real life, if for
short period normally say afk [away from keyboard] if longer will log off and on again
when free (Mr. X, January, 2017).
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Most players have also indicated their habit of being constantly online, which could be
attributed to temporal dark patterns, possibly requiring the player to be on their account
to queue troops, or check on the status of their castle or defenses. Alternatively, this
could also be attributed to Empire’s genre as a game. As a real-time-strategy (RTS)
game, no turns can be taken, and the player must constantly be alert to actions that
could be carried out on their virtual property. In other games within this genre, such as
Starcraft 2 or Warcraft lll, battles are usually restricted to specific time periods, or there
is a goal which signals the end of the match. This usually assists users in deciding to
end their play session or continue on to another one. However, in Empire, this is not an
option, as the player is part of a massive, multiplayer online community, and even when
choosing to end their play session, they cannot choose to take their virtual property of-
fline, protecting it from other players.

One final possible reason for this sort of daily integration is Empire’s ease of access. As
a browser game, it is convenient for players to have the game open in a secondary tab
or window and simply access it while conducting other business on their home or work
computers. This is similar to other F2P games played on mobile phones as well. Which
is also possibly why multiple users also stated that they tend to play Empire at the same
time as doing other things. Other activities conducted while playing Empire range from
watching television and “not actively playing just keeping one eye on the game,” (Eek,
January, 2017) to constantly checking on your account during working hours because of
having “the opportunity to work from home” (6eyes, January, 2017).

Due to being accessed in parallel to a working environment, or possibly due to Empire’s
regular inspection-like gameplay nature, where one logs-on just to assess the damage
to their property and manage certain tasks, the appropriation (and gameplay) of Empire
can begin to feel like a job in itself. Zelda mentions one player, a volunteer moderator
on her Romanian forums, who was so dedicated to the game and community “she didn’t
work, so she was a stay at home mom but | feel like this was actually, at least her part
time job,” (May, 2016). Additionally, Empire gameplay begins to burden its players in a
similar way to how a normal occupation would, adding real-world stresses and pres-
sures, especially for those in leadership positions:

You end up taking on problems which aren’t yours, you know. So, a lot of the things
that go on, you don’t as a player see. So, as a leader I'm constantly, sometimes all
the time, making sure that we're alright in the alliance and all the time contacting
leaders of other alliances, just keeping stuff moving and keeping them out of our
face (6eyes, January, 2017).

Added pressure because of a leadership position might be common in other games,
whether F2P or not. However, what adds to Empire’s job or occupation-like structure is
the nature of gameplay itself, not just its integration into daily life.
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S Message from: I
_ ]
- - 4
Leaving

| cant be online enough to play this game
anymore so i've decided to leave . Feel free to
take my OPs,//Rvs

Image 8: A dedicated member of DTS Titanium retiring from Empire after having reached the max-
imum level and donating her virtual properties (outposts [OPs] and resource villages [RVs]) to her
alliance members.

Certain tasks, such as repairing damage caused by attacks, can get quite repetitive:
“ten to fifteen minutes just clicking and that’'s when it becomes not a game, I'm just click-
ing to get these fires out just so | can stay alive a little bit longer,” (Weasley, May, 2016).
Even completing the in-game events, while originally meant to be an enjoyable activity,
can result in feeling like work for achievement-oriented players: “You have to complete
these events. It's a job task” (6eyes, January, 2017). For the few observed who cannot
put up with the stresses of repetitive play and the need to be constantly online, quitting
is the only option. During the 18-months, a number of players gave into the pressures
experienced from Empire’s method of daily incorporation and quit, forgoing their virtual
property and riches amassed along the way (see Image 8).

5.4.2.1. Like Work but not Quite: Prioritizing Other Obligations

Nevertheless, one aspect that differentiates Empire gameplay and integration from work
is that unlike work, most of the time social obligations take precedence over the game.
Usually, individuals have specific working hours, regardless of their other social obliga-
tions, be these related to friends or family (emergency situations are exceptions, of
course). Empire, on the other hand, can be played anytime and anywhere. Hence, it is
simple for players to prioritize gameplay over other social obligations, especially given
that unlike most occupations, there is no allocated site or hours for the game. However,
this does not seem to be the case with most players observed, as most had their own
ways of self-regulating their play.

With both the players interviewed and those observed in the game environment, it was
evident that they prioritized social obligations over gameplay. This was primarily seen
through various changes in their gaming behavior, as well as explicit statements ex-
plaining their absences, such as time away from the keyboard to take care of something
for the kids, or days away from the game for holidays and family visits. What most of
these practices have in common is that they are all transformations in the way Empire is
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integrated into an individual’'s routine on a daily basis. The changes can arise for a vari-
ety of reasons, but all are related to social obligations, such as special holidays (Christ-
mas and New Year’s). During these holidays, even when people do not take a dedicat-
ed break from the game, the routine of the alliance also changes, with fewer people
logging on and talking in alliance chat, and decreased social activity overall. This again
gives rise to the work/Empire gameplay comparisons: when one takes a break from one
activity, then one would ideally also take a break from the other. “Try not to play to much
when on holiday as Mrs. X gets upset. Also need a break sometimes from gaming,”
(Mr.X, January, 2017). This could be because both activities are alike, or because the
routines are so closely interlinked that players are more expected to access Empire
when they are behind their computer screens at work, or during school hours. There-
fore, when the holidays come around, this sort of daily integration is reduced or not as
desirable.

Empire routines are so ingrained in the daily lives of their players that it was quite com-
mon to see players in the alliance send out mass-messages to everyone about elongat-
ed absences. These messages detail changes in individual schedules and how players
are entrusting care of their property during their absence (see Image 9), which again
likens the comparison between gameplay and work, where holidays have to be properly
scheduled and an individual's remaining responsibilities delegated to others.

& Message from:

] »

'L
Holiday

i am going away on holiday for the xmas break
so i wont be back online until the 3rd of Jan.

The dove will be on for 7 days and i have enuogh
resources to cope after then

Have a great xmas all

Image 9: Private message sent to the entire alliance by a member before taking a break from his
routine. The dove of peace denotes that he cannot be attacked, and his teammates do not need to
assist in defending him.

Changes in work routine are also likely to cause a transformation in the daily incorpora-
tion of Empire. Weekends are one example, where players usually alter their normal
daily integration of the game, either increasing or decreasing their playing time based
on prior commitments. Pott discusses in detail the times when his regular Empire
schedule changes:
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Weekends can be more [playing time], and this time of year when weather is bad it
can be more. Some days of the week | have meetings. Like Tuesday | help run a
Cubs pack, and also have some responsibilities at the local church which takes up
extra evenings on a Sunday (January, 2017).

It can be noted from Pott’s statements that not only is his Empire schedule reactive to
his work schedule (changes on weekends, etc.) but it also varies during the week based
on social obligations. For most players, social obligations do in fact take precedence
over Empire gameplay. This is was observed to be particularly true for players who
have children or grandchildren of their own:

The only rule | have is that | will not play the game [...] at the disadvantage of my
family. So, my daughter is just back from university for the Christmas time, so I'd ra-
ther spend time with her than arguing with BSK alliance about somebody’s RV. If
she wants to do something, I'll put the game off (6eyes, January, 2017).

6eyes notes that he makes special considerations for his daughter, turning off the game
if she would like to join him for some sort of activity. Eek, on the other hand, does not
start up the game at all, stating that his “grandkids are a priority,” and that he tends “not
to play when they are around,” (January, 2017). This was the only real strict rule Eek
has when it came to his Empire gameplay.

Almost all players observed in the study made special considerations for family and
other social obligations, putting the game aside for these specific occasions. However,
there were still exceptions to the rule. One player interviewed, and surely others playing
Empire, expressed how he prioritizes the game over almost all other responsibilities, be
they financial or social: “I play when | am with the grand kids, and they sit on my knee
and watch and ask questions about what I'm doing,” (Lowlander, January, 2017). Low-
lander also states that he does not have a wife, so he does not have to answer to any-
one about his spending. Also, as a business owner, he is able to play in his own office,
and that he has “even played it in my car when I'm online somewhere,” (ibid).

Nevertheless, this preference of the game over other aspects of life can result in unde-
sirable consequences. One obvious example of this was an observation made during a
late-night gaming session when an alliance member of DTS Titanium expressed in a
sincere outburst how his previous addiction to Empire resulted in his divorce and the
loss of his children (see Image 10). He continued to plead with other alliance members
not to make the same mistakes he made, reminding everyone of the fictional and virtual
nature of the game.

While real world social obligations have proven important for Empire players, so are in-
game ones. For most longtime players, socializing or establishing casual online rela-
tionships in the game has a great deal of importance. Even when these bonds between

Dieses Werk steht Open Access zur Verfiigung und unterliegt damit der Lizenz CC-BY 4.0



154 The Free-to-Play Model and Transformations of Culture

players might appear shallow, only based on sharing mutual benefits, they are still help-
ful in teaching certain things, passing on unspoken rules, or even being used as lever-
age in certain situations.

[071:10] e : And some important thing what | want to say to all
of us, my friends...
[01:10] : As you know, | had a break for long time (46 days, if
precisely), and it was VERY good for me.

[071:12] N Because earlier - all these 4.5 years since | started
GGE, | was "sick" with this game like as a drug addict.

[071:13] I : But this break gave me the opportunity to
understand that this game is NOTHING important in our real lifes.
[01:14] +\NE: very true

[07:14] IS : Ok - | lost battle, ok I lost much of ress. All buildings
is on fire. But I'm still alive as person and that's is most important!

[01:19] Argots3333: Do you want to know, what is most higher sad for
me, TP The fact is that | didnt understand it before two or three
years'.
[071:19] N Because otherwise | would still have my family... :(
[071:271] S yes that is very sad :~(
[01:23] ST and sometimes the only way to appreciate what
we do have is to lose someone or something to make us realise what is
important in life
[01 :24]=: Agree, But family is most important thing.

: - If 1 would not have my both little kids (include
Thom), | would be don't care about that. but not now.

Image 10: Late night confessions from an alliance member about reorganizing his life’s priorities.

5.4.3. Socializing in Empire

Social bonds in Empire might not be as amiable as in other multiplayer games, and
friendships might be built on mutual benefits (see Subchapter 5.3.2.2) but still, during
the ethnography it was observable that the F2P model makes socialization both a bene-
ficial practice and a monetization tactic. This makes socialization an important phenom-
enon with numerous key functions, serving both the players and the developers, and
therefore, the overall community.

5.4.3.1. Rewarding Socialization and Socializing as Play

Goodgame Studios implements several mechanics in Empire to reward socialization in
the form of communication between players. These are similar to the social capital dark
patterns mentioned by Zagal et al. (2013). However, in contrast to these dark patterns
they do not attempt to incentivize microtransactions, instead rewarding the player with
premium currency for completing social actions in-game. For example, players are giv-
en daily tasks to complete and once completed they receive a minor amount of premium
currency (100 rubies at the time of the ethnography). Some of these daily tasks include
communicating in alliance chat and sending resources to your neighbors (see Image 9).
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While interviewed employees did not comment on this specific feature, GGS could have
possibly implemented these tasks to counteract the divide between user groups, or to
ensure that the community remain active.

Nevertheless, players do not always play by the rules and sometimes do the bare mini-
mum just to complete these daily tasks, fulfilling them and collecting the premium cur-
rency. Several players, for example, will only type a single letter into alliance chat, or will
send meager resources to their neighbors, such as one single unit of food or lumber.
Hence, players appropriate these daily tasks in a way that suits their need for premium
currency, forgoing their intended purpose.

It is unknown why GGS attempts to boost socialization through these mechanics, be-
cause socializing remains one of the most evident practices observed in Empire. Even
though Empire is a strategy game, throughout the 18-months, most conversation in alli-
ance chat revolved around social matters. These conversations seldom delved into
deep topics, and were mostly casual banter about how peoples’ days went or what they
had planned; the topic of strategy never came up unless there was imminent danger.
Strategic exchanges were only made in alliance chat when planning defenses during
incoming attacks, but general discussion of game mechanics or in-game events hap-
pened intermittently compared to other social chitchat. Some legendary level players
(the most advanced stage), who seemed very socially active and involved in the alli-
ance, had not even experienced all the in-game events, supporting the notion that so-
cializing seemed to be the most common play-motivation for many Empire gamers.
Other players interviewed stated that their saddest moments in Empire were when other
players quit (Eek, January, 2017), while 6eyes stated that his greatest in-game annoy-
ance comes from having to mediate social tension between his members: “Frustrating
moments are always [sic] being conflict between players because ultimately in my posi-
tion, | have to decide what to do with them,” (January, 2017).

It can then be concluded that socializing with members of your group, regardless of how
closely you identify with them, seems to be a main activity in Empire, one that results in
both positive and negative emotions in its gamers. This can possibly be attributed to the
play-to-win nature of the game. When individuals detect the aggressive monetization of
the game and the need for constant spending, they reprioritize their in-game goals to be
more in line with their spending budgets, preferring to focus on other attributes of the
game than player-versus-player competition. Gul'dan, the Empire game expert, high-
lights this exact thought process:

| was focusing on other stuff, like more connections to the players, like community
focused. | liked the people, | talked to them, they were buddies you know. Not trying
to beat everyone, yeah. So actually, this pay to win pushed me for more PVE orient-
ed style than PvP (May, 2016).
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Rest equals rust! Complete daily tasks to get rewards. The more tasks you
complete, the more valuable your rewards!

Completed
tasks

Image 9: Daily task panel displaying the number of tasks to be completed. On display: the ‘Articu-
late’ task for communicating in alliance chat.

However, the socialization focus of Empire can manifest both positively and negatively.
Negative examples of Empire’s social gameplay include bullying, scare tactics, social
espionage and backstabbing. Players will roleplay these activities seriously and relent-
lessly harass players with messages and attacks. Using these scare tactics might be
characteristic of the wartime game genre, however real social backstabbing is not. A
common Empire practice, players will usually share their passwords within the alliance
to allow them to access each other’s account in the events of an attack, when one play-
er is not able to log on. Sometimes players will use this privileged access to delete oth-
ers’ property or even change passwords and steal the other player’'s account: “People
deleting things from other people’s accounts and stuff like that when they fall out from
each other. Yeah, there’s a lot of internal affairs drama going on,” (Arcanine, May,
2016).

Nevertheless, the benefits to socializing with others in Empire are also abundant. In one
of the rare cases where strategy is discussed in-game, it is within the context of teach-
ing novice members details about attacking or defending. This is usually done through
mass-private messages and after a severe loss has been incurred by one of the alliance
members. Teaching as a form of socialization could possibly be attributed to the lack of
official and unofficial user-generated resources on the game. While these resources do
exist, they are not as abundant or easily located as in other games. Hence social learn-
ing is quite common, at least for members of DTS titanium. One other common benefit
of socializing with others in Empire is getting a helping hand from alliance members who
might be heavier spenders.
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5.4.3.3. We Don’t Do That Here: Social Rules in Empire

In addition to fairplay rules, there are a few undocumented rules that one must learn
through time spent in the community. Some of these are regarding conduct, while oth-
ers have to do with ways and topics of communication. Eighteen months spent in the
Empire community is still not enough time to have noted all the unspoken social rules,
however two notable cases are worth mentioning since they relate to the F2P nature of
the game and its other contexts.

Initially, one rule that was easily observable and quick to be learned is that one does not
talk about the purchasing or spending of premium currency in-game. This does not
mean that no talk of premium currency occurs: certainly some mention of it does occur,
where people recommend certain tools or upgrades over others. However, some things
should never be explicitly discussed, such as the pay-status of an individual, how much
they purchase, or how much they spend in a given month. Any attempts to instigate
such conversation in alliance chat will most likely be ignored. Some interviewed players
have stated that they will not even advise others on how to spend their own rubies, pre-
ferring to “leave it to others to make their own choices,” (Mr. X, January, 2017).
Arcanine highlights the reason behind this secrecy is that while some paying users at-
tempt to establish their elite status with their spending, others prefer to remain part of
the masses, without attracting too much attention:

They'll never tell anyone about their spending habits or how much they spend be-
cause they know that they will be shunned by the rest of the community both in the
game and online, on the forums [...] because everybody sees them like, oh you
know, you're the one feeding the problem basically. (January, 2017).

Another set of social rules one must pick up on tackles how alliances tailor fairplay and
GGS'’ official rules. For example, as stated earlier, having multiple accounts and engag-
ing in account sharing are deemed unacceptable by both GGS and fairplay rules. How-
ever, most alliances (DTS Titanium included) do in fact commit this violation, having
both multiple accounts per user in the alliance and sharing accounts between them.
Still, even when committing these infractions, they impose certain rules to try and main-
tain some order or avoid liability. Therefore, they will not openly discuss in alliance chat
the fact that they have multiple accounts, or that they share passwords to support each
other.

Unspoken rules like those mentioned here are not the only real world-like processes
observed in Empire. There are a number of other practices from the real world mirrored
in the digital game, possibly more than in other games with traditional payment models.
This could possibly be attributed to the various contextual transformations brought on by
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the F2P business model. This real-world mirroring will be discussed in detail in the fol-
lowing section.

5.4.4. Clashing Realities: Transfer Processes and Appropriation in Empire

Fritz's (2006) transfer model attempts to explain video game usage through detailing a
transmission process that happens between the cognitively separate virtual and real
worlds. This occurs on various levels, such as metaphors, texts, control or even facts,
and players select their games with some knowledge of the transfer process in mind.
This is why individuals prefer games where they can maintain some form of power, sov-
ereignty and control, otherwise known as structural coupling (Fritz, 2003). Fritz's trans-
fer model explains a cognitive process, which would be more appropriate in identifica-
tion, not the appropriation processes of players. However, the transfer model is still rel-
evant to the context of appropriation for two distinct reasons. Firstly, this transfer model
can explain a player's motivations in Empire and why certain players bully others, be-
come elitist and so on. These motivations could be primarily attributed to their quest for
sovereignty, power and control (see 5.4.4.2). Players’ motivations, while originally cog-
nitive processes, have an influence on their appropriation practices, therefore making
the transfer model a good fit for this context.

Secondly, another process which occurs in Empire, mainly due to the freemium pay-
ment model, can also be likened to the transfer process described by Fritz (2006). This
process, which is labelled in this study as ‘Real-World Mirroring’, is when processes in
the in-game virtual world mimic those of the real-world. While this possibly occurs in
games with traditional, pay-to-play payment models as well, what is alluded to in this
sort of mirroring are negative real-world practices which should ideally be left out of fic-
tional worlds and the magic circle. It is assumed that this process is more common in
F2P games than those with traditional, pay-to-play payment models.

5.4.4.1. It’s All Too Real: Mirroring the Real-World in Empire

Several mechanics employed in Empire result in social and gameplay phenomena that
are clearly distinct from traditional pay-to-play games. These occurrences, such as a
sharp divide and resentment between those who pay and those who do not, or the con-
cept of paying to win, all contribute to establishing certain player hierarchies within the
game. Unlike traditional pay-to-play games, in Empire and possibly other aggressively
monetized F2P games which push a P2W model, player hierarchies are usually based
on player spending. These hierarchies could be indicative of real-world aspects, such as
financial income and other socioeconomic factors.

Concrete examples of how real-world socioeconomic factors translate in-game include
the way that the individuals who are at the top of the ladders in Empire are also suc-
cessful in the real world. This is a prime example of the virtual world mimicking the real
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world. Arcanine, who is in close contact with players on the forums and through the
ticketing system, notes that the best players in the game are almost always entrepre-
neurs with plenty of financial resources and time to invest:

Most successful guys are business owners. People that basically sit in their offices
all day and they play while they’re at work because they don’t have too much to do
at the time and they have a lot of money to spend, or the wives of these guys too
(May, 2016).

Buying success is the root cause of these player hierarchies in Empire which mimic re-
al-world socioeconomic inequalities. In games with traditional payment models, howev-
er, hierarchies are usually based on players’ skills:

| think it's become like a football division. That you have 4 big alliances, which are
going to win everything, because they have the money to buy the players, etc. Then
you have the rest [...] it's taken some of the skill out of the game. Because you can
buy success. And | know players that have done that. In the old days it was much
more based on strategy, a lot more even (6eyes, January, 2017).

Arcanine states that in other F2P games he has played, which are not aggressively
monetized (not P2W), the hierarchies are based on skill and therefore respect is based
on that factor. This is turn leads to less fear from leaders of the top of the food chain:

They like the advice and respect these guys, whereas in our game it's has more to
do with the fact that they are the leaders of these groups and the groups of the guys
that run the game [...] cause you know that the guys that are at the top, you mess
with them in any way shape or form, then you're destroyed. You're gone,” (May,
2016).

In addition to fear, these sorts of hierarchy lead to the oppression of lower-paying and
non-paying users, who are deemed non-competitive and kept from joining alliances.
Sometimes when they are considered for membership, lower paying or non-paying us-
ers are forced to do grunt work instead. Weasley notes that if paying alliances allow
non-paying users in, they will only do so under specific circumstances, such as letting
non-paying users grind for them, mimicking another real-world practice (labor exploita-
tion) in Empire (Weasley, May, 2016). Moreover, the existence of premium currency,
which is equated with real-world currency, allows for practices which again might not
exist in pay-to-play games, such as extortion and bullying. In Empire, individuals may go
through periods of being constantly attacked and assaulted until they have provided
their opponent with sufficient premium tools or gifts (Lara, May, 2016).

These hierarchies, which are only present in F2P games, or those with
microtransactions, tend to mimic real-life inequalities and class divisions, detracting
from the half-real (Juul, 2005) nature, or fictional escape, that digital games tend to pro-
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vide. This state of gaming can be considered to be a state of “hyperreality” as character-
ized by Baudrillard (1993), where there is no distinction between the real and unreal
(Crawford and Rutter, 2006, p.159). One great example of this is that players will usual-
ly calculate the price of their in-game attacks using real-world value, not premium cur-
rency. They consider launching attacks for €20-30, instead of the equivalent in rubies
(Arcanine & Weasley, May, 2016).

Tying in-game content to holidays also blurs the distinction between the virtual and the
real world. This might include offers for premium currency on Black Friday and Christ-
mas, or providing holiday in-game items and events which mimic the real world, such as
the decorative beer cart that appeared during the Oktoberfest event, or Halloween-
themed attack and defense tools. These contribute to a state of hyperreality, where the
unreal and fictional nature of the game becomes less apparent. Hence Empire, like oth-
er F2P games, might function as “a wider reflection of society,” (Lara, May, 2016), not
just in its ability to mirror social processes, but also through providing virtual adoptions
of real-world cultural and social artifacts.

5.4.4.2. It’s Just You in Pixels: Transferring Motivations in Empire

Whether it reflects the real world, or is a unique manifestation of F2P game culture,
Empire does result in distinctive player hierarchies, which might be seen in other ag-
gressively monetized F2P games, and results in antisocial behavior from players. Ac-
tions such as bullying, extortion or elitism are all quite common, and in certain circles, or
when dealing with certain non-paying players, also entirely acceptable. However, the
payment model cannot be the only factor that contributes to these actions. Surely, play-
ers have a choice in how to behave and are not under the control of circumstances and
the game environment. Therefore, Fritz's transfer model (2006) is ideal in articulating
how players’ real-life motivations can also be a source of antisocial behavior in Empire:

| think people are individuals, as in real life when you look at the people you work
with, each one has a character, some are more prone to moaning and some are
more prone to bullying and | think that applies regardless on if they spend on rubies
or not (6eyes, January, 2017).

Fritz (2006) notes in his model that a transfer process occurs between the cognitive
state of the real and virtual worlds, and that players are somewhat aware of this pro-
cess, which makes them able to pick games that support their own play motivations. In
a basic sense, this means that players can choose games that help fulfil their need for
control, achievement or relaxation. However, in Empire this can also apply to antisocial
behaviors, such as bullying and elitism:

There are people that think they’re better than you and when these people play the
game, they don’t change their attitude and bring the attitude with them to the game,
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it's not the game making them elitist, it's just them. They bring that attitude to the
game (6eyes, January, 2017).

While what 6eyes states might not apply to all individuals playing Empire, it does to
some. In that sense, the payment model might promote antisocial behavior, driving elit-
ism and inequality and mirroring certain harsh realities that would ideally be omitted
from a fictional setting and the magic circle. However, it is difficult to restrict individual
attitudes, and people bring their own motivations from the outside world to the game,
determining their own gameplay behavior.

Finally, it is important to note that on the surface Empire, like other F2P games, may
appeal to non-paying users who can access the core software for free. However, in the
long run, those who remain in the community and thrive on the payment-driven hierar-
chies, are the heavier spending users. For these players, and true to Fritz's transfer
model (2006), which dictates that players will prefer games where they have sovereign-
ty and control (Fritz and Fehr, 1997), Empire provides an aspect of control they might
have in real life, which can be reflected in the virtual world regardless of gaming skill:
“It's actually very interesting, a lot of our VIP players [...] they are rich in real life and for
them it's a control thing, a power thing and they enjoy it and they get a lot of pleasure
out of it,” (Lara, May, 2016). Therefore, it can be seen that Empire, and possibly other
P2W games, provides individuals who have enough financial resources with a sense of
control. This sense of control motivates further play and involvement in the community,
regardless of actual gameplay skills.
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5.5. Representation

The context of representation deals with the depiction of Empire in public discourse and
media, as well as the representation of themes within the game itself. In this study, it
was noted that the F2P model transforms both types of representation concerning Em-
pire. The freemium model transforms the out-of-game representation, or how the game
is received in mainstream media and discussed in public discourse, as well as the por-
trayal of certain aspects within the game itself. Representation within Empire appears to
be overly commercialized, loaded with irritating and sometimes false advertisements.
Due to the game’s aggressive monetization and lack of community endorsement, the
depiction of Empire and GGS in public discourse and mainstream media also seems
rather negative.

5.5.1. Aspect Depiction in Empire

Initially, the F2P model appears to transform how certain features are depicted in Em-
pire itself. These representations tend to provide continuous and sometimes false ad-
vertisement of content. Recycling content, falsely marketing it as “new”, and glorifying
leading players (who, as previously discussed, are likely to be players who pay) all hints
at an apparently commercial experience.

5.5.1.1. (Fake) Ads and Marketing: Commercialized Representation in Empire

One aspect that best communicates the excessively commercial representation and
consumer experience in Empire is the copious amount of in-game advertising and
‘sales’ on premium currency. Throughout a regular gaming session in Empire, a player
will experience multiple ads for in-game items (and currency) in various forms. Adver-
tisements will pop-up as soon as a player logs in to their account, and these have to be
closed individually, making them reminiscent of annoying pop-up browser advertise-
ments. Once all these windows have been closed, smaller icons will remain at the bot-
tom of the screen to remind players of the offers available (see Image 10). Also, idling
or tabbing out of the game will result in more pop-ups appearing on the screen. Moreo-
ver, players will receive offers and advertising through their in-game messaging system,
as well as their real-world email. Offers cannot be deleted from the in-game mail until
they have been read first, unlike messages from players that can be directly removed
without needing to be opened. This constant in-game advertising and the persistent
bombarding of players can be somewhat ethically questionable, especially since the
user is not able to avoid them. However, even aside from ethical considerations, these
advertisements definitely do decrease user enjoyment of the experience, rendering the
game more unpleasant, commercial and not as polished as console games. This trans-
formation in game experience due to repetitive, irritating advertising has been noted for
MMO games, especially when transferring to the F2P model:
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A lot changes when an MMO goes free-to-play. Suddenly a relatively clean user in-
terface is defaced with flashing reminders that there’s stuff to buy. Many a rich fan-
tasy world has been cheapened by pop-up advertisements for loot box sales and
other special offers (Fahey, 2018).

09:28]
[10:17]
[1033]

Image 10: Icons remaining on screen advertising offers and sales. These icons will remain there
for the entire game and cannot be removed, even after purchasing the offer.

Perhaps what is a greater indication of the commercialized nature of the game, and rep-
resentations within it, is that a large number of the advertising present in Empire is mis-
leading, or just false. The marketing of items for sale in Empire is often done through
stressing their functional nature. This is even done for decorative items which might not
have any functional benefit:

There was always a small thing that was meant to make you think that your game-
play will be improved by having this, even if it was a flag that didn’t do anything. It
was just a flag, it was still described as “with this flag, because you will be one of the
few people who has it on the map, your visibility will improve” or something, so you’ll
be more noticeable and then you’re more important on the map. So even though
some of them don’t have a functionality, they are still sold as having the least tiny bit
of functionality (Zelda, May, 2016).

GGS markets items as such because it understands that the majority of players are now
accustomed to a P2W environment: “If you offer anything that’s going to give them an
advantage in the game, they eat it up,” (Weasley, May, 2016). Moreover, GGS utilizes
timers on its offers to incentivize spending. Offers appear on screen for the players with
a specific timer, and once the timer is gone the offer goes too. Employees interviewed
noted that these timers are just arbitrary to incentivize spending, and were based on
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previous testing conducted in the community between their users to determine how they
would respond: “We’ve done AB tests about how it affects purchasing if there’s a timer
or if there isn’t a timer” (Lara, May, 2016). Finally, GGS also sends emails to players
making fabricated claims, informing them for example to access their account for a re-
ward, which then turns out to be the same one they received by completing their daily
tasks.

Adding to the false nature of these advertisements, in addition to arbitrary timers, sev-
eral offers will have the real-money value equivalent of the offer advertised to them (see
Image 11). This contributes to the state of hyperreality brought on by other components
of the game (see Subchapter 5.4.4.1), reducing the fictional element. Advertising using
the real-world value of offers is also negative, misleading players because virtual items
(including the property in Empire) do not have an established real-world value, and their
worth is determined by the company at will. Hence, the value advertised is the result of
an arbitrary calculation, used for marketing purposes to incentivize spending.

This offer is only available for a limited time.

1 Buy at least 10,000 rubies and you'llalso be given these valuable rewards! ‘
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Image 11: In-game offer advertising its worth using real-world value determined by GGS.

Furthermore, while not strictly false advertising, it is still quite questionable that the con-
tent Empire is always marketing as fresh, new and recently developed is in reality the
same content that has been used many times before, repurposed with a new narrative
or graphics. GGS’ approach to Empire is to market its overflowing features and content,
stressing the existence of countless in-game events, buildings and troops. However, in
reality, most in-game events and competitions are virtually carbon copies of each other,
providing the same experience, with only minor differences in rewards or graphics. The
best example for this sort of content repurposing is the Blood Crows event. Blood Crows
was a newly introduced event during the time of the ethnography, and it is extremely
similar to the Foreign Lords event. The two events function in almost exactly the same
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way, to the extent that even GGS employees attest that the Blood Crows is just a recy-
cled version of the same event (see Image 12).

[09:15] “morning
[09:31] -um what's a bloodcrow lord?
[09:40] :It's a foreign lord with a fancy new name

Image 12: In-game discussion of the Blood Crow event in an employee only alliance that the re-
searcher was allowed access of briefly.

5.5.1.2. Spend Big to Win Big: Player Glorification and Price Justification

GGS uses various (and sometimes questionable) advertising and marketing strategies
for its item microtransactions and premium currency, because the price tags on these
items are simply too high. All employees interviewed have stated that they have had to
justify the price of in-game items to the players through emails and tickets (Arcanine,
Lara & Weasley, May, 2016). Sometimes, there will even be official company state-
ments regarding the price of items, which are placed on the forums to assist customer
support agents and community managers in their communication:

Whenever there was something big that happened and people were complaining
about high price[s] there was always quite fast [...] a company statement and | feel
like these things were more addressed on the boards than the tickets or if they came
to us in the ticket and we already had a company response we used that or send
[the players] to the forum, (Zelda, May, 2016).

In addition to justifying the value of items through their functionality, which is how almost
all purchasable items are advertised, employees would stress the exclusivity and
strength of the items. According to Arcanine, they would normally state that the more
expensive an item is, the more powerful it is, and the less likely it is that others would
have it, praying on the dominant P2W mentality in the community (May, 2016).

Possibly what reinforces the P2W mentality in the community is the way winning players
are depicted in-game. In addition to regular rankings and ladders, which are also pre-
sent in other F2P and traditional payment games, winners in Empire are usually adver-
tised to others in a similar manner to offers and sales. When logging into the game,
grand winners of tournaments and competitions are usually presented to other players
through pop-ups (see Image 13), imposing a sense of rivalry on all other users, regard-
less of their own motivations for playing the game.

The depiction of players in this manner, coupled with the way in-game prices are justi-
fied, and the abundance of in-game advertising and disingenuous marketing, highlights
GGS'’ intentions with Empire. Instead of being focused on growing the community, the
emphasis placed on P2W elements makes it clear that the company is solely fixated on
profit, catering heavily to paying players and ensuring their continued patronage. This
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approach, however, is easy to see through and could possibly be the main contributing
factor to the negative image Empire appears to have garnered in mainstream media
and public discourse.

[ New royal capital

IV <

e Praetorians
> & fracidriandy/ "< g

The battle for the royal capital has ended. The Great Empire now has a new royal

capital! All hail the alliance, Praetorians!

Image 13: In-game announcement of the winning alliance of a specific server. This message ap-
pears to all users regardless of their participation in the event.

5.5.2. Empire in Media and Public Discourse

Empire and Goodgame Studio’s negative image in mainstream media and public dis-
course can be attributed to several factors, such as their P2W approach to the game,
the company’s disregard for the game community, and even how GGS treats its own
employees. It appears that the company’s negative image persists irrespective of its
efforts to counter this in the media through official communication or even progressive
changes to the game.

5.5.2.1. Image Improvement Efforts: Goodgame'’s Official Communication

Goodgame Studio’s official communication, consisting of press statements from the
company, and interviews with online and print publications by senior managers and the
CEO, all attempt to spread a sanitized image of both the game and company through
hyperbolic claims. One such statement was made in a public LinkedIn article posted by
the senior vice president, where he quotes the manager of the Empire studio (Nina
Mueller), who declares Empire to be “one of the most complex strategy games ever”
(Abrar, 2017). While Empire certainly provides an opportunity for complicated game-
play, it can hardly be called one of the most complex strategy games ever, especially
when compared to competitive RTS games such as Starcraft, Warcraft or Command
and Conquer.
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Official communication coming from GGS also makes similar inflated statements about
the company itself. Most declarations made concerning GGS in public outlets attempt to
overstate the company’s immense success. On its own website, the company labels
itself “Germany’s leading developer and publisher of gaming software,” (Goodgame
Studios, n.d), while the CEOs state in an article for Venturebeat that they are competing
on a global scale, with companies such as Activision and Ubisoft (Takahashi, 2015).
Most communication made on GGS’ own website, or through statements of top-level
management in other publications, attempts to stress business success, using facts and
figures when possible (see Image 14). This communication approach emphasizes the
commercial business strategy of the company, and its focus on profit, not the production
of innovative games or fostering communities.

g socnsam GOODGAME STUDIOS ANNUAL RESULTS 2014

Revenue EBITDA Users Employees

202.09 34.79 245 1168

mn € mn €

il |

+97%* +160%*

Top 5 markets

sl m.

USA Germany France Switzerland

Image 14: Infographic communicating business growth and success of GGS studios. Used on
their own website and published in other articles.

While claims of success made by GGS could possibly be true, the company also makes
other statements that are not as honest, in hopes of improving its public image. One
tactic used in representing Empire in media and public discourse (as well as their other
games), is marketing the game as free and fair. While the game certainly is free-to-play,
it is far from fair for all users playing it, especially given its aggressive monetization and
the play-to-win approach. Marketing the game in a way that portrays it as an equal ex-
perience for users of all payment classes is dishonest:

Our game without paying, | think it's nice. The interactions between people are great
the problem starts if you want to be in the top and then you won't get it without pay-
ing and that’s a bit unfair. So it also depends on things like advertising and stuff, if
you push this idea “be the greatest” and then the game is not allowing you to get it,
that’s a bit this grey-area...ok...but if the game is more like “see the world” or “expe-

Dieses Werk steht Open Access zur Verfiigung und unterliegt damit der Lizenz CC-BY 4.0



168 The Free-to-Play Model and Transformations of Culture

rience the millions of players playing” “expand your castle” ok you can do it (Gul'dan,
May, 2016).

As Gul'dan points out, marketing Empire in a way that emphasizes your ability to
achieve and reach the top ranks without payment is an ethical gray area, and arguably
an unfair representation of the game. This sort of marketing applies to several other
F2P games, which imply an equal experience exists regardless of payment, as per the
label “free-to-play.”

A change in this sort of promotion would ideally negate the dishonest representation of
Empire and similar games, “maybe it would be more fair if it was more in the open. If
they were actually more upfront up about it [free-to-play],” (Zelda, May, 2016). Perhaps
this is why application platforms like the Apple Store have begun to label these sorts of
games as “free” with in-app purchases. While the label is not entirely clear, it still indi-
cates to the user that purchases will probably be necessary during gameplay.

5.5.2.2. A Persistently Negative Image: Unofficial Communication of GGS and
Empire

In addition to being stereotyped because of the F2P label, Empire and GGS’ public im-
age remains unfavorable irrespective of the official communicational efforts by the com-
pany to bolster the image of both itself and the game. Within public discourse, as in dis-
cussion among Empire players and within the community itself, GGS’ negative image
comes from its lack of support for the community and its somewhat questionable cus-
tomer service procedures: “Goodgames has quite a bad image in that aspect. We're
definitely not known for our customer service or community recognition,” (Weasley,
May, 2016). The lack of community recognition is mainly attributed to how the company
handles its customer operations, but also stems from its data-driven development ap-
proach (Shokrizade, 2017), which ignores feedback and requests from the community,
relying instead on gathered data. Furthermore, the game and the company’s negative
image in the community can also be attributed to the divide between pay and non-pay
users, and how again this is reflected in customer management:

We do have a bad company image. You know people notice it [difference in user
treatment], people are upset by it and say a non-pay and a VIP user have exactly
the same problem [...] the VIP user gets the stuff back. If he made a mistake in a
purchase, he'll get the stuff back and maybe might even get something more, you
never know, depending on how generous the support person is feeling. Non-pay us-
ers won't get a thing back, won’t get anything extra either, (Lara, May, 2016).

This sort of differentiation is now visible to the community and indicates the commercial
intentions of GGS with Empire (see Image 15), especially given the company’s ap-
proach of catering more to the heavier paying users.
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[12:24] - think it will still be hard bandits have less than half points
needed to complete and are not assured of top ten think GGE have
tipped balance well towards alliances that contain several big spending
players

[12:26] Think you could be right ally

Image 15: Alliance conversation about how an in-game event is tipped towards heavier spending
users.

While players understand that the company needs to generate income to be able to
provide content and maintain the game, they still feel that the aggressive monetization
approach of Empire is too severe: “They understand that money is got to be involved
somewhere and they’re really sort of open to it at the moment, unless it goes too far,”
(Arcanine, May, 2016). The divide and differentiation in user management (with heavier
spenders getting markedly preferential treatment) makes it clear to players that GGS is
profit-centered, and this is why the dominant opinion in the gaming community is that
GGS is ‘money-grabbing’. Eek identifies this mindset when arguing that Empire is not a
P2W game: “[lts] more of a pay to play strategy - they [sic] not bothered if you win or
lose as long as they can get you to pay,” (January, 2017). Tipping the scales towards
heavier spenders, as well as this dominant mindset that the company only cares about
profit and not the community itself, leads to a lack of trust from players: “We’re creating
part of the community that it’s like no-trust and ok | play your game because | like it but
the whole company is evil,” (Gul'dan, May, 2016).

Goodgame Studios’ unfavorable image and the bad will it generates are so severe that
players regularly send physical hate mail to its headquarters in Hamburg, not only virtu-
al complaints through tickets and comments on social media. Lara, states that some
frustrated players have even expressed discontent in unusual ways:

We even had elephant dung the was sent to our offices [...] there’s a website you
can do it. Where you can have it sent. | think they were like five boxes of elephant
shit that got sent, and I'm pretty sure that all the alliance chipped in to send this to
us (May, 2016).

However, GGS’ negative image is not only common among players of Empire, but also
employees of the company itself. Among those interviewed, this unfavorable image
grew from their knowledge of some unethical customer operations practices, such as
the ticket queue system, or AB tests. Also, the employees who identified as gamers had
problems with the level of quality provided by the company: “Quality has just got worse
and worse and worse because it doesn’t matter. Once people are hooked on the game,
and once people are into it and they’re spending their money, it really doesn’t matter,”
(Arcanine, May, 2016).
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too bad in the 5 years your Customer service went down the
Toilet, sad you used to care about your players.

Gefallt mir - Antworten

Image 16: Facebook comment on and Empire post celebrating its fifth birthday.

One additional reason as to why the image of GGS is unfavorable among employees
(as well as others within the gaming industry in Germany and worldwide), is due to the
way they handled their staff contracts. On two separate occasions, GGS terminated ap-
proximately 200 employees in the company by making them redundant. In addition to
angering several workers who lost their jobs, or were offered exit packages if they had
been on permanent contracts, the move received plenty of negative attention in the
games’ industry and German press. GGS’ approach to downsizing was heavily critiqued
by Hansjorg Schmidt, the SPD member of Hamburg’s parliament in 2016, as well as the
United Service Trade Union a year earlier (“Goodgame Studios: Hunderte Verlieren
Job”, 2016). These questionable business practices used on the company’s own work-
force and customers has contributed to the negative image of both Empire and GGS in
public discourse and mainstream media.

To this day, Empire and GGS’ image remains an unfavorable one, regardless of at-
tempts by the company to convey a better appearance and address user critiques. Later
official communication from GGS stresses its attempts to cater to the community (Abrar,
2017). These claims all seem to be supported by recent changes made to Empire.
While not changing the P2W approach, certain features have been altered to better ac-
commodate non-paying users, such as decreasing the amount of dark design patterns
which incentivize spending. For example, the game now allows users the option to
queue more soldiers, and rewards items that allow the user to skip long waiting times.
These changes all hint at a less aggressive monetization approach. However, irrespec-
tive of these changes, the established undesirable image of both Empire and GGS is
hard to correct, possibly due to associations with the F2P label, or the Empire communi-
ty’s previous experiences with the game and its developer. The assumption is that once
a game and a company’s reputation have been established in the community, there is
little the company can do to change its image later on. While this dilemma might appear
unique to Empire and GGS, it has been also observed with other developers, such as
Electronic Arts (EA), who have earned a similar reputation due to their in-game
microtransactions, and have become the archetype of abysmal monetization practices
in the games industry (Campbell, 2018).
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5.6. Wrapping-up Contextual Transformations

5.6.1. Two Types of Codes: A Framework for the Study of Media Cultures

When answering RQ1, or how the F2P model transforms the various contexts of Em-
pire’s gaming culture, an unexpected benefit was also realized concerning the actual
methodological framework used in coding the material. It could be spotted that there
were two specific types of codes developed in coding the ethnographic data (field notes,
interviews and articles): identification codes and transformation codes. Identification
codes are those which categorize certain phenomena, practices or actions as significant
markers of game culture, such as the codes adopted from Shaw’s (2013) framework to
assist in detecting those who identify as gamers (gaming usage, self-identification,
community involvement, etc.). Transformation codes, on the other hand, are those
which pinpoint practices that are different in F2P games than in games with traditional
payment models, such as temporal or monetary dark patterns, social rules, or play as
social interaction.

Furthermore, it was observed that some codes functioned as both identifiers and trans-
formers, such as the code for user-generated content (UGC). This code which looked
for instances, manifestation, depth, quality and acceptance of UGC by players within the
community can function as both types of codes because merely having UGC in the
community already serves to identify the community as a game culture, one that fea-
tures the act of producing rich cultural art, fiction and scholarship situated around the
game product. The other function of this code lies in assessing the amount, quality,
depth and context of the UGC in the community, which then indicates the transformative
process. It should be noted that this type of code, as well as the separate identification
and transformation ones, are multilevel, addressing practices on the micro, meso and
macro level.

In this analysis, special attention was given to transformation codes and the transforma-
tive properties of codes which appeared as both identifiers and transformers. The rea-
son for this approach is that the game culture to be analyzed in the study, Empire’s
game culture, its community, online locations and specific boundaries, had already been
previously established according to the Elmezeny & Wimmer (2018) framework for de-
fining game cultures. Therefore, there was no specific need to further emphasize identi-
fication codes to detect the presence of the specific game culture, and instead focus is
given to the transformative process of the free-to-play payment model. Nevertheless,
some stress was given to identification codes when dealing with individuals who play
the game (identification context). In this situation, identifier codes were also used to cat-
egorize the membership of individuals as part of the culture, or their ‘gamer identity’, in
an attempt to relate their opinions or explain their actions concerning other phenomena
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taking place in the community, such as the GGS’ production or regulation practices.
This was also conducted because membership of game culture, or identification as a
gamer, is an intricate process that needs to be dealt with on an individual basis, and
each instance had to be separately coded for each participant.

Furthermore, identification and transformation codes also interact with each other. In
doing so, novel phenomena or transformations can appear in the data. For example, by
using identification codes to look at gamer identity, which signals membership of the
game culture, and looking at how this interacts with normal game culture practices, such
as the regulation or production practices of GGS, we generate new transformative phe-
nomena to be coded. These findings, entitled ‘gamer identity negotiations’, examined
several occurrences, where the degree to which an individual identifies as a gamer
(non-gamer, casual, hardcore) influences various aspects: from their outlook on certain
company practices to their own behavior within the game, e.g. spending or value at-
tachment.

For future researchers and academics interested in the ethnography of game and media
cultures, or even other methodological approaches of studying media cultures and
communities of digital games (e.g. content analysis of interview or focus group data), it
would be beneficial to consider this framework utilizing two varieties of codes in the
analysis process. Furthermore, this approach can be tailored by researchers based on
their own interests and does not need to be applied identically, meaning there is no
need for the exact usage of these identifier and transformation codes. Instead, scientists
only need to apply identification codes to detect instances of a specific culture, or cul-
tural practices within the sample at certain points, while the second type of code can
correspond to whichever phenomenon is of interest to the researcher. The use of ‘trans-
formation’ codes is only relevant for this research, which attempts to look at changes
brought on by the F2P model. For example, scientists concerned with eSports and in-
dustry professionalization in game culture can instead focus on identification codes and
another self-defined code which indicates professionalization, or the standardization of
processes within the game culture. Other researchers interested in phenomena con-
cerning the metaprocess of mediatization, for example, could utilize identification codes
and mediatization codes, which indicate the various characteristics and procedures of
the metaprocess taking place within their sample.

Nevertheless, for future researchers hoping to investigate game cultures, the application
of different types of codes is not sufficient. Researchers should also ideally pay special
attention to how the different types of codes (identification and whatever other type they
define, relative to their phenomenon) interact, creating new possibilities for observable
experiences and practices to be noted. In fact, some of the most interesting findings
researchers can arrive at might appear from these interactions, as this intersection indi-
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cates a concrete point in the data that results from clear ontological indications (identifi-
cation of game culture) and phenomenological findings (empirical observations of prac-
tices of interest).

Overall, this method of analysis that applies identification codes is beneficial even in
light of utilizing existing frameworks which assist in defining the game culture to be ana-
lyzed, such as the Elmezeny & Wimmer (2018) approach of defining them on a mi-
cro/meso/macro level. In addition to the aforementioned interactions, which lead to
more analytical potential, the use of identification codes can also assist the researcher
in discovering new or alternative game/media cultures within their data. This was the
case in this study when several instances in the ethnographic data of Empire’s game
culture indicated the existence of a free-to-play meso-level game culture. These obser-
vations were only made possible during data analysis and through the use of identifica-
tion codes, which helped in establishing the boundaries of Empire’s game culture, find-
ing commonalities and differences to those of similar games utilizing the F2P payment
model (see Chapter 6.0 for more details). Hence, for those interested in the phenome-
nological analysis of game and media cultures, this coding system will prove to be use-
ful in its application.

5.6.2. Free-to-Play: Transforming Every Context

The previous section showed how the F2P model can transform each context of du Gay
et al.’s (1997) circuit of culture (for a summary of transformations, please see Table 10
below). Each previous subchapter has demonstrated that the F2P business model can
have both a minor and a major transformative impact on every context of the game and
its culture. This ranges from its production and development, to how players use the
game, to how they identify with it and even how the game is represented in media and
public discourse. Minor transformations brought on by the freemium business model
included intensifying already existing practices in the games industry, such as abusing
dark design patterns to incentivize microtransactions. However, there were also some
major transformations, such as creating a segmented in-game community based on real
socioeconomic factors, and assisting real-world practices and motivation transfers into
the game and vice versa. These transformations appeared in the previous section as
practices that took place within separate contexts; still they are the result of a complex
relationship of practices that take place in all the contexts of the circuit of culture. Both
these transformations and the process will be thoroughly explained in the next section.

Nevertheless, it is important to note that some transformations observed in the case of
Empire are attributed to its aggressive monetization, not to the F2P business model per
se. GGS’ negative image in the community and mainstream media and the segregated
user base or the mirroring of socioeconomic realties could all be attributed to this ag-
gressive monetization and P2W strategy. This means that simply utilizing the F2P mod-
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el will not necessarily result in these practices and phenomena emerging in any game.
As was noted by multiple interviewees, there are several other F2P games that “do it
right”, such as Heroes of the Storm and DoTA 2. These are examples of games which
might employ microtransactions, but do so primarily for decorative purposes, or ones
that endorse their community and its feedback. We can therefore conclude that the
abuse of the payment model (aggressive monetization) and gearing the game towards
pay-to-win might be the key contributing factors in the propagation of particular practic-
es commonly observed in Empire. Still, this does not necessarily mean that these two
phenomena are disconnected. Aggressive monetization and the free-to-play model are
in fact quite closely connected, with the former being an undesirable state resulting in
more obvious and observable commercialized game practices. The link between these
two phenomena and the positive and negative implementation of the F2P model, are
further examined in detail in Chapter 6.0.

It is imperative to note once again that some contextual occurrences and practices ob-
served are not entirely separate. Du Gay et al. (1997) note that the contexts of the cir-
cuit of culture are not totally distinct, and invariably affect each other. This can be ob-
served through various practices witnessed in the ethnography, where one context
transforms the other and results in the aforementioned phenomena, such as the
maintenance and production policies of GGS ([re]production context) influencing how
players decide on community rules (regulation). Another example is how the game is
perceived in mainstream media and public discourse (representation), which is trans-
formed by the company’s production and maintenance practices. Some phenomena
observed in separate contexts are still the result of several contexts transforming each
other, and not just a one-on-one direct relationship. This can be attributed to the com-
plex nature of the circuit of culture (du Gay et al., 1997), where the contexts are contin-
uously taking effect on each other.

The next section will explain and detail the relationships where the contexts of Empire’s
game culture are transforming each other to assist in manifesting the various practices
noted in the previous chapter. Since the act of transformation is not haphazard and can
be explained (Hepp, 2015), the following section divides the transformations taking
place between the various contexts of Empire’s game culture into a number of relation-
ships. This is an attempt at answering the second research question of the study, or
how the contexts of F2P game culture transform each other.
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Table 10: A summary of observable transformations the F2P model has on Empire game culture.

Context Summary of Transformations
(re)production e Abuse of dark patterns
e Psychological trickery to stimulate antisocial environment
e Community fragmentation through service and content delivery
(tiered offers)

Regulation e Community fragmentation through official regulation
e Implementation of cooperative community regulation (fairplay)

Identification e Increased attachment to virtual property
e Shame and pride in payment
e Identity conflicts with company actions and values (both gamers
and employees)
e Weaker group identification (acquaintances with benefits)
Fragmented community identity

Appropriation Establishment of spending habits and budgeting
Varied play experience based on personal spending
Game experience similar to work

Mirroring socioeconomic realities

Representation False marketing to incentivize spending
e Cluttered and commercial in-game design

e Persistently negative game and company image/reputation
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5.7. Contextual Relationships

In the previous section, the F2P business model’s various transformations on each con-
text were discussed in detail. Through this process, it was observed that during certain
practices contexts can transform each other, forming some sort of contextual relation-
ship. These relationships come in many forms and manifestations, and can feature as
little as two contexts, and as many as five, or the entire circuit of culture. Examples
mentioned earlier include: the relationship between questionable development and cus-
tomer service practices ([re]production) and Empire’s image in mainstream media and
public discourse (representation). Another example is how fairplay rules instated by
players (regulation) have transformed the value and ownership of virtual goods (identifi-
cation and appropriation). This section will analyze observed contextual relationships in
detail, noting first the specific types (or typologies) of relationships observed and then
expanding on them, describing their specifics, and how the contexts transform each
other, which one can assume to be attributed to the F2P business model.

For a detailed look at which sub-codes from the agenda were utilized to explain each
relationship, please refer to Table 7 in Subchapter 4.8. As previously mentioned, codes
from the agenda, while dealing with several actors (individuals, groups, etc.) on the mi-
cro, meso or macro level all still deal with cultural practices. This level of ‘practices’ im-
plies that even when codes address particularly varied cultural contexts or actors on
different levels, they all note specific practices from within their respective contexts and
the specific actors concerned.

While in RQ1 practices were observed on specific levels for most contexts and related
to each other, in RQ2, and true to the nature of the circuit of culture, the observed prac-
tices from the various contexts of the circuit are on all levels, and are analyzed and re-
lated to each other simultaneously. Meaning that individual practices (micro) are related
to community and organizational practices (meso) and to those of the culture as a whole
(macro). Similar to RQ1, this again is done through the use of themes and sub-themes.
However, in RQ2, the contextual relationships function as themes, grouping certain cul-
tural practices across contexts and relating them to each other (see Table 7 in Sub-
chapter 4.8.).

The coding of contextual relationships occurred during the second stage of data analy-
sis. During this stage, which borrows from the ethnography of virtual worlds approach
(Boellstorff et al. 2012) and is dubbed thematization and systemization, the codes from
the primary stage of data analysis are first grouped to explain certain relationships and
the way that cultural contexts interact with and transform one another. In the second
step, the relationships are then interpreted using specific literature. For example, sever-
al sub-codes are grouped and utilized to explain the relationship between the two con-
texts of representation and (re)production (Temporal/Monetary Dark Patterns, Antisocial
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Behavior Mechanics, Psychological Tricks, Tiered Service/Offers, as well as Unofficial
Representation of Game/Company and Official Representation of Game/Company).
Afterwards, the theory of public esteem (Carroll, 2011) is utilized to provide one possible
explanation for the workings behind these contextual transformations, or how the com-
pany’s practices can damage its image in media and public discourse.

In several parts of the following subchapter, various theories are mentioned to assist in
explaining contextual practices and transformations. In doing so, another major criticism
of the circuit of culture is addressed, one that views the framework merely as the “circu-
lar journey of the commodity itself,” (Leve, 2012, p. 4) rather than the various processes
of culture. By relating the contextual relationships to theory and a broader social context
outside of the circuit itself, one can contextualize the journey of the media commodity
and understand these cultural processes.
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5.8. Relationship Typologies

Relationships between the contexts of Empire’s game culture (and possibly those of
other F2P games) are diverse and come in multiple arrangements. Nevertheless, most
manifestations have two common aspects: 1) they involve a transformation or interac-
tion between the contexts mentioned in du Gay et al.’s circuit of culture (1997), and 2)
transformations between contexts can be single, bidirectional or multidirectional.

These two aspects are the only common feature between all of the possible F2P con-
textual relationships observed. Most of the other aspects are distinct. From the number
of interacting contextual phenomena to the types of transformation taking place, rela-
tionships tend to be distinct unless they constitute progressions from one to the other.
One other difference between relationships mentioned in this chapter (and the interac-
tions between contexts that take place within them) is the level on which they take
place. Some interactions within relationships take place on the micro level, dealing with
the practices of individuals, such as their gameplay and spending habits. Other interac-
tions concern meso level practices, such as the company or cooperative regulation of
the game. Finally, there are also macro level practices noted in some relationships,
which include certain processes that are propagated by a collection of actors within (and
sometimes outside of) the culture as a whole, such as the game or company’s image in
public discourse. The following contextual relationships do not always specify on which
level the interactions take place, since this work attempts to follow the circuit of culture
(du Gay et al. 1997) and the circuit lacks an indication of these levels. However, given
the above example, the reader can distinguish at which level the practices are taking
place. Should interactions or relationships concern individuals’ practices (whether these
individuals are players or game professionals), they are occurring at the micro level; if
they concern groups and organizations, then they are occurring at the meso level; if
they are concerned with the larger processes of the industry and the culture as a whole,
then they are taking place at the macro level (Elmezeny and Wimmer, 2018).

Before continuing, it is important to distinguish the difference in terminology between
interaction and relationship. Interactions indicate a connection between contexts, or
their sub-practices. On the other hand, the term relationship signifies the entire process,
which can be composed of one or more interactions taking place.

For a relationship to be happening, it needs to occur between more than one context.
Hence, it is logical to assume that the minimum number of contexts required for such
contextual relationships is two. The first types of contextual relationships feature only
two contexts (see Table 11). The only difference between the first and second relation-
ship listed in the following section is the direction of transformation. In the first relation-
ship, the direction of transformation is only one way, meaning that transformations only
occur from one context to the other in a direct, linear and limited manner. In the second
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relationship, however, the transformation is bidirectional, meaning that both contexts are
altering each other, sometimes in turn and sometimes simultaneously, making it more of
a continuous cycle.

Next, relationships take place between three contexts: first with only single directional
transformations, and then with multidirectional transformations, where relationships can
occur between multiple contexts and in multiple directions, both back and forth. At four
and five contexts, only multidirectional relationships were observed. It is assumed that
in this number of contexts, interactions between contextual practices become too com-
plicated for simple processes, and therefore, relationships might have single directional
transformations but this will not be their primary feature.

Table 11: Types of contextual interactions, or the continuum of relationships.

No. of Contexts Direction of Transformation Example
Two Single Figure 7. (see Subchapter 5.8.1.1.)
Two Bidirectional Figure 10. (see Subchapter 5.8.1.2.)
Three Single Figure 12. (see Subchapter 5.8.2.1.)
Three Multidirectional Figure 13. (see Subchapter 5.8.2.2.)
Four Multidirectional Figure 14. (see Subchapter 5.8.3.)
Five Multidirectional Figure 16. (see Subchapter 5.8.4.)

It is also essential to note that contextual relationships take place between specific prac-
tices or phenomena within these contexts, not the overall contexts themselves. There-
fore, displays of these relationships can also have the same overall form, but a different
manifestation. This means a relationship conveying a transformation between the ap-
propriation context and the identification context can have multiple examples, not just
one, due to various minor practices in each context. For example, in one manifestation,
a relationship can be between gamer identity negotiations (identification context) and
spending habits (appropriation context), while in another manifestation it could be be-
tween the phenomena of social relationships (appropriation) and players’ identification
with the community (identification). Additionally, these transformations can occur be-
tween multiple practices in each linked context, and are not bound to a single phenom-
enon.

Contextual relationships are not so much distinct typologies as much as they are a con-
tinuum of transformations between a varied number of contexts. The spectrum, which
begins with a transformation between two contexts, is also the initial step for all other
relationships that take place between three or more contexts. Because relationships all
have to undergo the first stage, but not necessarily the last, there is this notion of the
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continuum of contextual relationships. The number of relationships taking place on this
spectrum could possibly be uncountable. However, those mentioned and detailed in the
following section were witnessed directly during the 18-months. Moreover, they are the
contextual transformations that were observed to be directly linked to the F2P business
model and aggressive monetization.

5.8.1. Two-Context Relationships

5.8.1.1. Single Directional Transformations

As mentioned before, almost all contextual relationships on this continuum begin with
this stage: a single directional transformation between two contexts. This sort of rela-
tionship takes place between two contexts only, and while it occurs as a first step in
other relationships, in its original form it is a single-step process that signals a transfor-
mation coming from practices within one context onto others in a different context. Alt-
hough the first stage in any possible contextual relationship could serve as an example
for relationships at this stage, there are a couple of specific examples that are promi-
nent in their ability to display the transformations the F2P model produces to the Empire
game culture, and possibly other games as well. The relationships noted here appear to
be theoretical mappings, however they are the result of an empirical analysis of the cu-
mulative observations and interviews conducted during the 18-month ethnography. For
a detailed look at the empirical analysis process of these relationships, please refer
Subchapter 4.8.

.. . Cr .
iTiered Customer Service & Empire’s Image in
. Public Discourse

................... ecsscccccans ®eseecsscennsccnsssccssscnssons

(re) production Representation

>

Aggressive S : Goodgame’s Image in
Monetization S 5 Public Discourse

Figure 7: Two-context, single directional relationship between (re)production and representation.

Transforming the Game or Company’s Image

There are two distinct relationships that result in transforming the context of representa-
tion, or more specifically: Goodgame Studios’ and Empire’s image in media and public
discourse.
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The first example (see Figure 7) is the context of (re)production’s transformation to the
context of representation. In this contextual relationship, practices falling within the con-
text of (re)production have a negative transformation to both the game and the compa-
ny’s image in media and public discourse. This relationship can be explained through
the theory of public esteem (Carroll, 2011)". Practices such as aggressive monetiza-
tion, apparent in game development and exacerbated through obvious dark design pat-
terns (temporal, monetary, etc.), as well as differences in treatment by customer service
agents begin to be noticed by players of the game. These aspects are then discussed
on various forums, both official and non-official, altering the established image of Em-
pire in public discourse. These interactions between practices transforms the image of
Empire from a balanced and fair F2P game to a more aggressive pay-to-win one, hurt-
ing the emotional appeal of the company (Passow et al., 2005). Sometimes, the way the
company runs its own business has also resulted in negative media attention, such as
the previously mentioned case concerning employee redundancies. On this occasion, it
was a phenomenon that dealt with those who produce game content, not an act of pro-
duction itself, that led to the transformation in representation. This in turn resulted in an
outcry in both local (German) and specialty (gaming) media, changing GGS’ image for
the worse.

Biased Application of 5 Empire’s Image in Public S
Rules Based on Pay S 5 Discourse
................... aseescescnces tecesesssesesesesssesssesssssssens
Regulation Representation
_>
sececcccscsesesescsceviosesenenees . eesssscsccesessescscsesesscscse,
Biased Compensation : H Goodgame’s Image in
Based on Pay Status S 5 Public Discourse

Figure 8: Two-context, single directional relationship between regulation and representation.

Another similar example is how Goodgame’s official regulation of Empire (regulation
context) transforms both the game and the company’s image in media and public dis-
course (see Figure 8). As discussed earlier, customer service representatives at GGS
utilize an official set of rules to regulate illegal in-game actions such as harassment, the
use of multiple accounts or account sharing. However, these rules are not applied
equally to all users, with a relatively lenient approach being taken towards higher paying
users, where they usually get lighter or no punishment at all for the same infractions as
those committed by non-paying or lower-paying users. The customer service agents

"8 For more details on the theory of public esteem, please refer to Subchapter 2.4.5.1.
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interviewed mentioned that while users are not directly aware of company policies that
indicate greater leniency and more helpfulness for higher paying users, they do howev-
er notice active members who were not banned after being reported for heinous actions
(Lara, May, 2016). Additionally, higher paying users are more likely to be compensated
for their missing virtual goods when writing a ticket, even if they have intentionally delet-
ed them. Due to customer service representatives providing better service and compen-
sation to higher paying users, these sorts of practices led to discussions by players both
in-game, on official forums and in other online spaces. This interaction between practic-
es from different contexts have a relationship that impacts the company’s emotional ap-
peal (Passow et al., 2005) and the degree to which it is regarded by the public (Carroll,
2011), as well as transforming the game and the company’s image.

Hence, biased regulation, aggressive monetization, tiered customer service and content
that is focused on heavier paying users (see Figures 7 and 8, above) are all practices in
the two separate contexts of (re)production and regulation, manifesting in two separate
relationships, which managed to transform the context of (re)production. These trans-
formations can be observed more precisely in the way that Empire and Goodgame Stu-
dios are portrayed in media and public discourse, especially given the way that Empire
is now labeled as pay-to-win.

Transforming How Players Spend In-Game

In a similar way to how certain practices in the context of (re)production can transform
Empire and the company’s image, they can also transform how users play and spend
money in the game itself, otherwise known as practices under the context of appropria-
tion (see Figure 9). Some of the same company practices under the context of
(re)production, namely aggressive monetization through temporal dark patterns, tiered
offers and customer service based on the user's payment status, as well as an antiso-
cial environment stimulated by psychological trickery, can all transform how users ap-
propriate the game. This contextual relationship indicates how practices within the con-
text of (re)production interact with various methods of user appropriation of the game,
ranging from how they play it competitively to how they make a habit of it. However,
what was directly observed from the codes within the research material relates only to
how the aforementioned practices within the (re)production context (Aggressive Moneti-
zation, Tiered Customer Service, etc.) transform player spending habits, and some so-
cial rules concerning the rituals of play.
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Figure 9: Two-context, single directional relationship between (re)production and appropriation.

This example from the Empire community looks at the following: when it became com-
mon knowledge in the community that higher spending users would receive better ser-
vice and compensation from customer service agents, it became a sort of unspoken
social rule that the highest paying users in alliances (usually guild leaders) would act as
envoys to customer service representatives. These envoys would check on the status of
all their members’ tickets (Lara, May, 2016). Moreover, a constantly aggressive in-game
environment and the continuous use of psychological trickery to instigate warfare led
players to change their spending behavior from indiscriminate spending to monthly
budgeting of real-life currency, in addition to the planned budgeting of in-game currency
for emergencies (6eyes & Eek, January, 2017). Targeted offers also taught users to
save their money for certain prime time periods unique to them, and not waste their
money on regular average sales available to everyone.

While these company practices in the (re)production context have driven transfor-
mations in the appropriation context, transformations in spending habits and social rules
do not alter the (re)production context, making this contextual relationship a single di-
rectional one. This is different to the relationships in the following section, where the two
contexts can, and in fact do, transform one another.

5.8.1.2. Bidirectional Transformations

Contextual relationships with two bidirectional contexts form the next step in the contin-
uum. This is the natural progression for most contextual relationships on the spectrum,
other than those that evolve into linear relationships'. Contextual relationships of this
kind indicate that the transformations occurring between contexts are reciprocated,
meaning that while one context might instigate transformations in the other, certain

" See single-directional, three context relationship below, Subchapter 5.8.2.1.
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transformations also appear in the original context as well. It is important to note that
mutual bidirectional transformations between contexts can occur either as a result of
one another, in a way that is similar to a consequent process, or they can be occurring
simultaneously. The following examples showcase the trade of transformations between
two contexts, occurring either concurrently or asynchronously. In a similar way to other
bidirectional and multidirectional relationships featuring more contexts, the following
examples emphasize how, in the circuit of culture, contexts and their underlying practic-
es are strongly interconnected.

Transformations Between Player Appropriation and Their Identification

The relationship between the appropriation and identification contexts is quite close,
which can not only be observed in the following two examples of contextual relation-
ships, but also in others mentioned later on, as well as in previous studies looking at
identification processes in games (Ducheneaut et al. 2006; Van Looy et al. 2010). The
following two examples deal specifically with Empire players’ financial or time invest-
ments (appropriation) and how these led to transformations to their gamer identity (iden-
tification). These transformations to gamer identity then alter a player’s financial and
time investments in the game again, resulting in a bidirectional relationship between the
two contexts.

Spending Habits (e.g. S 5 Gamer Identity Negoti- S

Microtransactions) S 5 ations with Pay Status S

.......................................... [
H
H

.........
. . PP . Feelings of
Appropriation Identification J

¢ > 5 Pride/Shame

Self-assessment of

Financial Investment

Figure 10: Two-context, bidirectional relationship between spending habits and gamer identity.

The first bidirectional relationship featuring two contexts deals with how user
microtransactions alter players’ feelings regarding their own game experiences (see
Figure 10). This is mostly related to how they socially identify as a gamer (non-gamer,
casual, hardcore). For example, as mentioned earlier, classically defined hardcore
gamers take pride in beating others without having to spend any money in Empire (see
Subchapter 5.3.1.2.). Hence, the practice of spending in the game (appropriation) can
alter how certain players feel about their experience and personal identity, making them
proud if they win without microtransactions, or ashamed if they have to spend to beat
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others. This aspect is usually negotiated through the individual’s gamer identity, mean-
ing that hardcore gamers (or those who are part of other gaming communities that see
real problems with microtransactions) are the ones who are more likely to experience
this pride or shame.

Depending on the feelings experienced by players, and negotiated through their gamer
identity (identification), reverse transformations in spending habits and an assessment
of financial investments (appropriation) can occur. This means that hardcore players
who feel too much shame due to their microtransactions will reassess their spending
practices and readjust their financial investments accordingly. Alternatively, for casual
players who feel joy after beating others through financial investment in the game, a
transformation in their overall spending practices will probably occur, as well as a
reevaluation of their financial investments, turning them from lower or non-spending us-
ers to moderate ones. These identity negotiation processes and spending habits can be
explained through De Grove et al.’s (2015) combined theory of social identity and self-
categorization of gamer identity, where individuals put themselves into certain groups
and are expected to behave in a specific way'®. Having followed the correct behaviors
associated with their self-assigned group will incite feelings of pride or shame. These
feelings should then signal a transformation for the individual to correct their spending
practices to be correctly aligned with their desired group characteristics once again.

The second relationship example in this section deals again with the same two contexts
of appropriation and identification, however this time with different sub-phenomena (see
Figure 11). This relationship looks specifically at the interaction between user invest-
ments in the game, both financial and temporal (appropriation), and the value players
give to their own virtual goods or properties (identification). This interaction occurs in the
opposite direction as well, or in the way in which the value users attach to virtual fea-
tures affects the time and money they invest in Empire.

This contextual relationship was made most apparent during interviews with players and
employees, where information was obtained about how much time and money they had
invested in the game. Those players who had spent quite a lot of both time and money
seemed to attach a significant amount of worth to their accounts and castles. Even
though players acknowledged that they did not actually own their accounts or virtual
properties, stating that they actually belonged to Goodgame, they still said that they
would feel frustrated over the loss of their accounts. By contrast, employees who did not
invest any of their own money into the game and could rebuild their own account with
hacks should anything happen to it, were not as attached to their virtual properties.

"® For more details on De Grove's theory, please refer to Subchapter 2.4.4.1.
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Players who felt attached to their virtual goods and properties also tended to invest
more financially and temporally into the game itself, while those who did not feel a
sense of attachment failed to do so. Dedicated Empire players interviewed would log on
almost hourly to make sure everything was in working order, and that no harm had
come to their properties. On the other hand, employees who did not care for the game
(except for Gul'dan, because he was a dedicated player) could go the entire weekend
without checking their accounts, and only went online if they had to check things during
working hours.

The interaction and transformation indicated in this contextual relationship might not be
revolutionary. After all, it is only logical for individuals to have increased attachment to
things that they have invested significant time and money in. Still, what is slightly inter-
esting is that the virtual items’ symbolic value is not only determined by their ability to
establish social status and express identity (Lehdonvirta, 2009). The value users derive
from their virtual properties is entirely unique, and can rarely be equated to real world
currencies due to the fluctuating in-game economy. This relationship highlights the fact
that, unlike with other games (Gruning, 2013), in Empire, an item’s value is also based
on a player’s investment. Therefore, in addition to its social functions, a virtual item’s
value should also be associated with the entirety of an individual’s temporal and finan-
cial investments in the game. So, the transformations from this contextual relationship
are an indication that time and money are interchangeable resources in F2P.

Both bidirectional relationships featuring two contexts mentioned above acknowledge
the mutual and simultaneous (or successive) transformations occurring between Empire
users’ spending practices and their identification processes. These relationships and
transformations essentially stress the important link between the contexts of appropria-
tion and identification in the circuit of F2P game culture.

Value and Attachment to & 5 Financial Assessment of
Virtual Goods and Prop- 5 Resources Spent on Game

................ wssesecsecseccess® Secescecescessatcoscetcrcensoncas
2 - H H

Identification Appropriation Monetary

Figure 11: Two-context, bidirectional relationship between virtual aspect value and player invest-
ments.
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5.8.2. Three-Context Relationships

5.8.2.1. Single Directional

Relationships happening between three contexts is the next progressive step in the con-
tinuum of contextual relationships, starting with single-directional linear relationships,
and then moving on to multidirectional ones. In the case of relationships between three
contexts, with transformations taking place in one direction, it was observed that these
transformations occur in a linear process, or sometimes even a cycle, with the last con-
text transforming the first one again and beginning a new phase. The best possible ex-
ample of this is the relationship between the contexts of (re)production, identification
and representation. More specifically this contextual relationship deals with aggressive
monetization practices, employee and player identities, and Empire’s or Goodgame’s
image in public discourse.

The transformations occurring between the three aforementioned contexts, and the in-
teractions between their sub-practices, happen in a linear process. However, this can
also be considered a cycle, with the last context influencing the first and signaling a new
round of transformations (see Figure 12). It begins with aggressive monetization (the
context of [re]production) and other questionable development practices that transform
the context of identification. These development practices bring transformations to the
feelings of both the employees and players, which are negotiated by their identities. In
the case of the employees, the feelings they have towards the company’s sometimes
questionable practices are negotiated through their personal gamer identities, meaning
that those who identify as gamers, who are part of the mainstream game culture and
therefore possibly meritocratic'® (Paul, 2018), are more likely to have problems with the
company’s commercialized P2W development approach (Arcanine, May, 2016). On the
other hand, casual players, and those who do not identify as gamers at all, see the
company as a business, and do not have any problem with over commercialized game-
play or business practices (Lara & Zelda, May, 2016).

In the case of Empire players, Goodgame’s aggressive development practices are usu-
ally negotiated through the player's own personal payment status, which is also a fea-
ture of their identity. This means that for the higher paying individuals, aggressive
monetization and other questionable development practices are not seen negatively,
while non-paying or lower-paying users tend to be more critical of GGS’ actions and
values. This can again be explained through De Grove et al.’s (2015) concept of social
identity and self-categorization, where gamers fitting in a certain group (whether hard-
core/casual divide or pay status divide) might express certain opinions or behaviors that

"® For more details on meritocracy in game culture, see F2P depictions in public discourse, Subchapter
24.5.1.
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are prototypical of this group. Behaving in a certain way helps players maintain a partic-
ular amount of social capital'” by preserving specific group opinions (Crawford and
Rutter, 2006).

Aggressive Monetization &

Questionable Development

Practices
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Figure 12: Three-context, single directional relationship between questionable production issues,
player and employee identities and representation of the game and company.

In the case of Empire players, Goodgame’s aggressive development practices are usu-
ally negotiated through the player's own personal payment status, which is also a fea-
ture of their identity. This means that for the higher paying individuals, aggressive
monetization and other questionable development practices are not seen negatively,
while non-paying or lower-paying users tend to be more critical of GGS’ actions and
values. This can again be explained through De Grove et al.’s (2015) concept of social
identity and self-categorization, where gamers fitting in a certain group (whether hard-
core/casual divide or pay status divide) might express certain opinions or behaviors that
are prototypical of this group. Behaving in a certain way helps players maintain a partic-
ular amount of social capital by preserving specific group opinions (Crawford and
Rutter, 2006).

" More details on social capital theory can be found in Subchapter 2.4.3.2.
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The feelings expressed by both employees and players, and negotiated by their pay-
ment status or gamer identities, then transform the representation context. Depending
on how individuals feel about both the game and GGS’ actions, they are likely to either
relay positive or negative opinions to the community and other public spheres, altering
the game and the company’s image in public discourse. While this indicates the end of
the linear process, it can also restart the process once more, making it a cycle, as was
the case with Empire. For example, having realized the negative image of the game and
the company in public discourse, GGS attempted to implement certain changes in Em-
pire, increasing the company’s emotional appeal (Passow et al., 2005), in the hope of
improving both the game and the company’s image. This included changes such as de-
creased dark patterns in game design and aggressive monetization. These changes in
the (re)production context would force transformations to occur in the other two contexts
once more. However, the outcome of their implemented game development could not
be observed, since it was applied after the ethnography was complete.

5.8.2.2. Multidirectional

Compared to relationships with two contexts, those of three or more contexts that are
not single directional are not bi but multidirectional instead. This is because interactions
between practices can occur in several courses, not only back and forth. A great exam-
ple of this sort of relationship is between the contexts of (re)production, identification
and appropriation (see Figure 13). In this relationship, the transformations occurring are
an evolution from the tightly interlinked relationship between appropriation and identifi-
cation mentioned earlier, having the third context of (re)production involved to further
adjust the relationship. Unlike the two-context relationships mentioned earlier, the fol-
lowing example also features interactions between different sub-practices from the con-
texts of appropriation and identification.

The multidirectional relationship featuring three contexts begins with a bidirectional
transformation occurring between the contexts of identification and appropriation, or
more specifically their sub-practices of group (alliance) identification and play as social
interaction. Group identification in this context deals with how individuals identify with
others within their own alliance and not those with the same payment status. Identifying
with one’s alliance can transform the context of appropriation, or one’s social motivation
for gameplay. The more one identifies with their alliance, the more likely they are to con-
tinue treating the game as a social experience. This is explained through van Looy et
al.’s (2010) player identification scale, where higher group identification predicted social-
ization and relationships'®. In this research, this observation was emphasized during
interviews, when players who identified more with their alliance named socialization as

"® For more details on the player identification scale, please refer to Subchapter 2.4.4.
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a motivation for play. They also added that their in-game connections were the main
reason they continued to play Empire, even though they had considered quitting previ-
ously.

On the other hand, Goodgame employees, who were also part of their own alliance and
should ideally have their own sense of group identification, did not show any sort of mo-
tivation for social play, treating the game as a chore instead. In the case of employees,
the intention for socialization was never there and since gameplay was more akin to
work, group identification was never fostered. Therefore, it is assumed that the practice
of social play in itself can interact with the process of group identification, creating a re-
lationship between these two contexts and a bidirectional transformation.

(re) production
............... desescscscncns,
Antisocial Behavior
Mechanics :
Identification Appropriation
—
......... fevernenne, P
Group Play as
Identifica- S . Social In-
tion H . teraction

Figure 13: A three-context, multidirectional relationship between group identification, social play
and antisocial behavior mechanics.

The bidirectional relationship between identification and appropriation is further trans-
formed by the third context of (re)production and its sub-practices: antisocial behavior
mechanics. Antisocial behavior mechanics are mental tricks implemented by GGS to
incentivize spending in the game, such as the artificial scarcity of virtual items and
property, or perpetual attacks by NPCs, resulting in an unsociable in-game environ-
ment. Antisocial behavior mechanics can interact with both group identification and so-
cial play, transforming both the contexts of identification and appropriation. When too
many of these mechanics are present, social play becomes much less common and
even the most communally minded players tend to focus more on self-preservation. The
same applies for group identification: when excessive antisocial behavior mechanics
come into effect, players can become tightknit with their existing alliances, hoping to
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nurture their relationships because of the fear of facing the unsociable environment
alone.

The transformations (re)production has on the other two contexts are single directional be-
cause neither group identification nor social play can interact with or transform the antiso-
cial mechanics. However, the impact that antisocial mechanics have on the other two con-
textual phenomena can transform the nature of their bidirectional relationship through alter-
ing the two original practices, as mentioned above. This example showcases how multidi-
rectional transformations can occur in contextual relationships. From this point onwards, the
following contextual relationships are only considered multidirectional.

5.8.3. Four-Context Relationships

Examples of relationships with four contexts cover almost the entire circuit and are one
step from the end of the continuum. The transformations communicated through these
relationships are usually more complicated than those with only two or three contexts,
and therefore are usually multidirectional. The first example, which best illustrates this
sort of contextual relationship, builds on an aforementioned relationship, and deals with
production practices, employees’ feelings towards them, and the game’s image in public
discourse (see Figure 12). However, in the four-context version of this relationship,
there is the additional context of regulation, and the practice of how employees choose
to apply rules in Empire.

The four-context relationship is similar to the aforementioned one, where questionable
(re)production practices can transform employee identities, which in turn alter how the
employees communicate about the game and the company in public discourse. Howev-
er, what is different in this relationship is that there is also a bidirectional transformation
between representation and identification or employees’ feelings towards the company’s
actions (see Figure 14). This is because it was observed that employees can feel worse
about the company’s business practices based on how the game and the company’s
image is communicated in media and public discourse. For example, when the overall
consensus in public discourse was that Empire was a low-quality game, those who
identified strongly as gamers were quite dissatisfied with the company’s actions and
plans for the game (Arcanine, May, 2016). This can again be explained through De
Grove et al.’s (2015) concept of social identity and self-categorization, where gamers
identify with a certain group (hardcore gamers), and the sharing of group tastes or pref-
erences (e.g. for higher quality or not overly commercialized games) helps individuals
sustain their cultural capital (Crawford and Rutter, 2006).

In this contextual relationship, the context of identification also transforms the context of
regulation. More specifically, the way in which employees identify can transform the way
they regulate Empire and enforce in-game rules: choosing to either treat all players fair-
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ly, or provide preferential treatment. However, dealing with company practices, trans-
formations in regulation do not have to do with an employee’s gamer identity (De Grove
et al., 2015). Instead, they are based on the employees’ own moral codes of conduct.
For example, one customer service representative interviewed stated that she answers
tickets in the order that she receives them, and not based on their payment priority
(Zelda, May, 2016). Another representative said that he compensates all users equally
when they write in tickets asking for missing virtual assets, or asking for compensation
because of bugs, regardless of their payment status (Weasley, May, 2016).

¢ Tiered Service and Questiona- S 5 In-game Regulation and Com-
ble Practices S 5 pensation
(re) production Regulation

Image of
Employee’s P . . Goodgame &

Feelings & | Identification Representation Empire in
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Negotiated Public Dis-
5 Through Gamer course

Tdentity —_—  _ i

Employee’s own

moral code of con-

Figure 14: Four-context relationship between questionable development practices, employee
identities, in-game regulation and representation in public discourse.

This contextual transformation can be considered bidirectional, with the context of regu-
lation also altering the context of identification. On the one hand, these acts by custom-
er service representatives are done because they believe them to be fair and correct
courses of action. However, another perspective is that this sort of regulation assists
employees in feeling better about working for GGS as well as about company practices
they cannot control, giving them a sense of autonomy through small acts of defiance.
This autonomy is a transformation in the context of identification, or the feelings em-
ployees have towards the company and its actions. Moreover, in one further step, this
sort of regulation can then transform the context of representation, where players who
have received fair treatment from customer service representatives are more likely to
cultivate a better image of the company and the game in public discourse. This occurs
because of increased likability, trust or emotional appeal (Passow et al. 2005), enhanc-
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ing the existing negative image in discourse: the one which had been previously altering
employee mindsets at the start.

Another example of a relationship featuring four contexts deals with three different con-
texts’ bidirectional transformations over the context of appropriation, or alternatively the
way in which appropriation has a multidirectional transformation on three different re-
spective contexts (see Figure 15). More specifically, this contextual relationship is con-
cerned with how the practices of tiered customer service, targeted offers
([relproduction), and biased in-game regulation and compensation (regulation) can lead
to a fragmented community (identification), which stimulates certain kinds of gameplay
that mimic situations in the real world (appropriation). The fragmented community, re-
sulting in a specific sort of gameplay and real-world mimicry, can be explained through
Weber, Henderson and Parson’s (1947) notions of social stratification, as well as Fritz's
(2003) transfer model®.

In-game Regulation and Com-
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economic
hierarchies

Figure 15: Four-context relationship highlighting a multidirectional transformation between ap-
propriation and three respective contexts of identification, production and regulation.

This relationship begins with company practices from the (re)production context, where
aspects such as tiered services and targeted offers provide better advantages, services
and virtual items to those who are willing to pay, transforming the appropriation context
by providing specific players with an improved gaming experience and competitive
edge. The appropriation context can also transform the (re)production context in return,
through endorsing these game developments, where people will continue to “pay-to-

'® See Subchapter 2.4.3.5.
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win”. Therefore, this sort of content will continue to be produced, since it is readily
bought (Arcanine, May, 2016).

Likewise, biased regulation and compensation based on payment status can transform
appropriation as well. This sort of regulation reinforces payment-status hierarchies, let-
ting users know that GGS does have a preference. By playing favorites, GGS allows
users to also treat each other differently, enabling elitism, where users can choose to
group off separately and play with their own kind. These sorts of gameplay practices
mirror some real-world sensibilities and class structures (Weber et al., 1947). However,
the appropriation context can also transform regulation, a positive example of which is
found in the fairplay rules. The cooperative form of regulation created and maintained
by the community itself was made as a response to official regulation and game proce-
dures, where players attempt to curb elitism and other antisocial behaviors.

Both (re)production and regulation’s transformations to appropriation also have a similar
impact to that of the context of identification. The differentiation between users in both of
these contexts indicates a division in the community, where players are likely to identify
with those of similar payment groups, leading to a fragmented society. This fragmented
in-game community can be observed through Bourdieu’s (1990) theory of habitus®.
Separate payment-groups, similar to gamer identities (hardcore/casual), have different
methods of play, opinions and identification, as reflected in RQ1. This can be consid-
ered their habitus (ibid). These differences between payment groups create an inequali-
ty between users (Bourdieu, 1984), justifying social discrimination (a fragmented com-
munity) based not only on their payment status (economic capital) but also on their
tastes, opinions and preferences (cultural capital).

The identification context then in turn transforms the appropriation context, where indi-
viduals are more likely to play with those they identify with?!, or those of their own pay
status, somewhat mirroring real-world stratification and class structures (Weber et al.,
1947). The appropriation context can transform the identification context in reverse, be-
cause as long as players continue to play in these divided groups, the community will
continue to be fragmented. Should players reach out beyond their select payment
groups and choose to mingle with others, then this sort of gameplay can bridge gaps,
and the community can begin to become more cohesive.

One step before the end of the continuum, relationships with four contexts are just one
shy from being a complete circuit of transformations.

2 For more details on Bourdieu’s concept of habitus, please refer to the Identification in Casual and Free-
to-Play Games Subchapter 2.4.4.4.
2! For more details on identifying with payment groups, please refer to Subchapter 5.3.2.1.
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5.8.4. Five-Context Relationships

The final position on the continuum of contextual relationships is held by a relationship
between all five contexts of Empire’s game culture. The example given was most nota-
ble during the 18-months, where transformations between contexts could be observed
through in-game actions and interview statements. The full-circuit contextual relation-
ship is similar to the previously mentioned relationship, with multidirectional transfor-
mations between the contexts of appropriation, identification, regulation and
(re)production (see Figure 15). This five-context relationship emphasizes some of the
same sub-practices, with the addition of other ones under some of the contexts. Still,
the focus of the contextual relationship is on tiered production and regulation, which
creates a divide in the Empire gaming community. However, this relationship also high-
lights new transformations due to this community divide, primarily through how it alters
the ways in which players identify with various aspects, how this identification then
transforms game appropriation, and finally how this can transform game representations
in public discourse (see Figure 16). The specifics of how the practices within these con-
texts interact to allow these transformations will be detailed below. However, due to this
relationship encompassing all contexts, it also highlights direct transformations between
contexts noted in earlier relationships, such as (re)production’s or regulation’s transfor-
mations on representation (see 5.8.1.1).

As noted above, this contextual relationship begins with the contexts of (re)production
and regulation, or the company practices of tiered service, targeted offers, biased regu-
lation and compensation. Due to these factors causing a divide between users, a trans-
formation can be noted when it comes to the identification context, or more specifically
how users identify with their group members (group identification), with the community
itself (community identification), and with their own virtual assets (game identification).
Higher-paying users tend to show more community and group identification, becoming
more deeply involved in Empire’s development matters (linked to appropriation) and
having close contact with community managers (Arcanine, May, 2016). Additionally,
they sometimes serve as emissaries for their alliances to customer representatives,
showing significant group identification, while non-paying users were mostly concerned
with their own problems (Lara, May, 2016). This sort of behavior can arguably be at-
tributed to having been transformed by the existing environment promoted by tiered
service, biased regulation and compensation.

Alterations in individuals’ identification processes can have a bidirectional transfor-
mation on the appropriation context, or the practice of community involvement, as well
as players’ motivations for play. If Empire users identify strongly with their groups,
community, or virtual assets, they might be more committed to the act of gameplay it-
self. Additionally, they might have different motivations for playing the game. For exam-
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ple, if they identify strongly with their alliance, they might be more socially motivated to
play the game than those who do not identify with their alliance. This can be explained
through van Looy et al.’s (2010) player identification scale, which states that group iden-
tification predicts socialization and relationships. Moreover, there is a reverse relation-
ship where the appropriation context can transform identification. For instance, those
who are not involved in their community at all or have no desire for social gameplay will
most likely have less group and community identification, choosing to focus on building
their virtual properties instead. This was the case with one interviewed customer service
representative (Zelda), who only focused on growing her castle and outposts, never tak-
ing part in group events or chats, even while being part of an alliance. This interaction
between contexts can perhaps be explained through various player motivation types,
such as achievement, social or immersion motivated players (Yee, 2005).

Alternatively, company practices under the contexts of (re)production and regulation can
directly transform the appropriation context, not just that of identification. Both tiered
customer service and biased regulation can interact with community involvement and
motivations for play. Interviewed community managers stated that higher-paying users,
on the receiving end of the best customer service and regulation, were more involved
on the official forums than non-paying users (Arcanine, May, 2016). Additionally, some
players interviewed stated that the current state of game monetization has made it al-
most impossible for them to be competitive. This alters certain players’ current incen-
tives for play, as they move from being top of the leaderboards to merely staying afloat
(6eyes, January, 2017). Transformations in player motivation can be explained through
Fritz’s (2003) transfer model, where failing to achieve control in a game can lead to
abandonment of the game (Fritz, 2006), or in this case, repurposing.

Naturally, these company practices under the contexts of (re)production and regulation
can also transform the context of representation, as mentioned in earlier contextual rela-
tionships. More specifically, the practices of tiered customer services and biased regula-
tion can interact with the process of how Empire and GGS are perceived in the main-
stream media and public discourse. While these transformations have been noted be-
fore in other contextual relationships, they are also an important part of the entire circuit,
especially as they have an interaction with the context of appropriation.

One final interaction in this contextual relationship is appropriation’s role in transforming
the representation context. Individual commitment and involvement in the community
can interact with Empire and Goodgame’s image in public discourse. For example,
those who are more committed to the game and community tend to think highly of GGS,
and will defend both the game and the company publicly, even when they are critical of
certain aspects privately (6eyes, January, 2017). This is possibly due to them being
more receptive to an emotional appeal (Passow et al. 2005),or having more likability
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and trust for GGS. Representation can also transform the appropriation context in re-
verse, allowing a specific image of Empire to alter individuals’ motivations for play. A
good example of this is that, for a number of players, a maintained image of Empire as
a P2W game in public discourse will discourage them from competitive motivations and
will likely change their incentives to social ones, should they continue to play the game.
Hence, the publicized image of the game is important so as to not promise an
unachievable form of gameplay, e.g. a fair battleground for all (Zul'dan, May, 2016).
However, this is never likely to be the case. With Empire, similar to other F2P games
and software, the advertised image is always an inclusive one, making the product ap-
pear accessible to anyone with a computer, without discussing the economic implica-
tions (Evans, 2015).

This full-circuit relationship emphasizes the complicated interactions and transfor-
mations that can occur between the contexts of Empire’s game culture, and, it is as-
sumed, other F2P games as well. In theory, utilizing the entire circuit of culture should
result in interactions occurring between each and every context. While this is certainly
possible, and there are likely other relationships of note, the one presented here is the
relationship that was most prominent during the ethnography, and the one with the most
relevant transformations for this research. These transformations directly dealt with the
F2P business model and its various commercialization processes. However, it is im-
portant to state that there are multiple other variations of a full-circuit relationship, as
well as fewer contextual ones, which might not have been noted in this study.

Nevertheless, through the relationships mentioned here, we are able to see how the
contexts of Empire’s (and possibly other F2P) game culture can transform each other to
stimulate certain practices and phenomena. Aspects such as unique cooperative regu-
lation, a game’s image in public discourse, or even gameplay which mirrors real-world
socioeconomic hierarchies, could all possibly be contributed to transformations, rela-
tionships and interactions between the various contexts of the circuit of the culture, ra-
ther than single practices under a certain context alone.
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Figure 16: Contextual relationship between all five contexts of Empire’s game culture.
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5.9. Contextual Relationships: Lessons Learned for the Study of Media Cultures

The answers to RQ2 highlighted several interesting insights concerning Empire game
culture, which can theoretically be applied to game or media cultures in general. Firstly,
the answer to RQ2 exhibited the intricacies of how the contexts of Empire game culture
(and presumably other game and media cultures) are interconnected, transforming each
other in various ways. The particulars of the contexts’ interrelation can be indicated on a
spectrum, one that rates the connectedness of the relationship based on the amount of
contexts and underlying practices involved. Moreover, answers to RQ2 underlined a
distinction between contextual interactions, which occur between practices from differ-
ent contexts, and contextual relationships, which occur as a result of these interactions.
In this research, the distinct F2P characteristics of Empire, such as questionable com-
pany practices, interacted with others, resulting in unique relationships or processes,
typical of F2P culture, such as socioeconomic in-game hierarchies.

What the answers to RQ2 also emphasize is that seemingly unrelated processes from
completely irrelevant contexts can transform one another, stressing the interrelation of
the contexts of Empire (and presumably other media/game) culture. For example, com-
pany development practices ([re]production) can transform how employees feel about
the company and how they choose to enforce company regulations and policies within
the game (regulation), which in turn can transform both how users play the game (ap-
propriation) and their motivations for play (identification).

Overall, answers to this question indicated that F2P (and possibly other game/media)
culture characteristics are also dependent on individual practices under separate con-
texts of the circuit of culture, such as tiered customer service or budgeting of in-game or
real-life currency. These practices, across different cultural contexts then interact with
each other to create contextual relationships which demonstrate processes or phenom-
ena distinct to the culture itself, e.g. socioeconomic in-game hierarchies, or fragmented
in-game communities, as observed from the case of Empire.

Contextual relationships and interactions are the greatest outcome from this research
rivaling other research on media cultures. Compared to previous research on various
media practices and cultures, the contextual relationships observed in this research
stress the importance of observing the various contexts of the circuit of culture, and how
the practices within each context interact with each other, to better understand certain
cultural practices and occurrences. A number of previous studies on media cultures will
now be briefly used as an example to better illustrate this point.

Khosravinik and Sarkhoh (2017) conduct a discourse analysis of participatory web plat-
forms to analyze the phenomena of Arab identity and anti-Persian attitudes, and find
that by “emphasizing fault lines of language and religion, Arabism discourse substantial-
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ly draws on historical regional power struggles within a contemporary frame of a political
standoff between a Shiite Iran and a Sunni ‘Arab world” (p. 3614). If the contexts of the
circuit of culture were used as grounding framework for their study, it could be observed
that their focus is only on the specific practices of the context of identity, whether reli-
gious or national. This forgoes a lot of the other complicated processes potentially aris-
ing from the contextual relationships that could possibly take place from the context of
identity interacting with others, such as national identity interacting with how Arabs ap-
propriate social web platforms, how these web platforms are used in the first place, and
the regulations that are put into place to moderate and regulate them.

On the other hand, Udupa and Pohjonen (2019) attempt to look at the practice of ex-
treme speech in online digital culture. Extreme speech here is defined by the authors as
that coming from vitriolic and extremist online communities (ibid). While Udupa and
Pohjonen (2019) do utilize an ethnography and attempt to tackle extreme speech in an
innovative manner, constructing a methodological framework “that takes account of the
meanings online users attach to vitriol as historical actors,” (p. 3049), they still only
choose to focus on certain practices coming from one or two contexts. What the re-
searchers fail to do is address all the contexts of culture, and how they might interact,
which could go some way to explaining how or why certain phenomena occur.

Finally, Klinger, Résli and Jarren (2015) discuss the advantages and disadvantages of
implementing participatory political online platforms in Swiss cities. In their research,
they find that these platforms can defuse tension and the role of conflicts and motiva-
tions between formal political and informal online participation (ibid). While their study is
well grounded both empirically and theoretically, it still only focuses on practices from
specific contexts of the circuit of culture, and not the entire circuit. Klinger et al.’s (2015)
study also manages to focus on a contextual relationship by attempting to look at how
formalized or informalized participation opportunities transform or influence the behavior
of citizens. However, what is lacking is the formalization of this relationship. This formal-
ization between practices is what has been greatly detailed in the Empire ethnography.
Each variation of a contextual relationship has been noted in detail, and hopefully these
contextual relationships, and interactions between contexts, can also assist in future
research on media and game cultures.

5.9.1. A Somewhat Unique (but not really) Game Culture

The above answers to RQ1 and RQ2: or how the F2P model transforms various con-
texts of the circuit of culture, and consequently how these contexts transform each oth-
er, have highlighted several unique characteristics of Empire game culture. Through
using Alasuutari’s (1996) hourglass model, a theoretical and organizational framework
that utilizes a specific case to relate to greater social contexts, the Empire game culture
(the case observed in this ethnography) can be placed into a broader game culture con-
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text and related to other F2P and traditional games. Additionally, the transformations the
payment model has on the overall culture of playing and producing games (macro game
culture) can be observed. This includes examining whether F2P has an influence on
other types of games being developed or not.

Through placing the Empire game culture into a larger context, or the overall macro
game culture, we can begin to draw comparisons between it and other similar F2P
games or ones with traditional payment models. Due to distinctive manifestations of
specific practices and processes (socioeconomic in-game hierarchies, tiered service
and production), it is easy to discern that Empire game culture is fundamentally different
from that of traditional pay-to-play and subscription-based game cultures®?. However,
Empire game culture still shares several practices and processes with other games ap-
plying the F2P payment model. The objective of this study is not to directly compare
other games to Empire. Hence, instead of comparing Empire to each different game
individually, it is more beneficial to utilize the framework where we define game culture
on the meso level.

Using the Elmezeny and Wimmer (2018) framework for defining game cultures, Em-
pire’s culture is defined on the meso level in addition to the micro level. On the micro
level, Empire’s culture can be defined as the standalone culture of the game itself, pre-
senting unique practices and phenomena surrounding the Empire game. These practic-
es can include aspects such as the use of specific language or terms found only within
Empire, and not in other games. However, we can also define Empire’s game culture on
the meso level, where it is labeled as free-to-play game culture. By doing so, we group
Empire with other similar games that share a related feature, which in this case is their
payment model. Other meso level game culture definitions include console game cul-
ture, modders game culture, speed gamers, or live streamers. Through defining games
which share the F2P payment model under the term F2P game culture, we can assume
that games sharing the payment model also share some of the practices and phenome-
na which appear in Empire. These shared practices can appear from all possible con-
texts, and include either producers and/or users, involving practices and phenomena
such as tiered customer service, in-game socioeconomic hierarchies, and a fragmented
community identity.

While some other F2P games might share similar practices with Empire, not all of them
will. This is dependent on a variety of factors, one of which is genre of the game; F2P
games without PvP (player vs. player) options might not instigate animosity and rigid
social hierarchies in the same way. Additionally, the extent to which Empire’s practices
and phenomena appear in other F2P games is assumed to be based on how aggres-

2 For a detailed definition of these cultures, please refer to Chapter 4.0 detailing the research questions.
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sively monetized these other F2P games are. This is because in this study, aggressive
monetization (or commercialization, which can be understood here as a profit-centric
approach) is one of the main processes observed during the ethnography and analysis.
It was an integral driving force for many practices and phenomena noted, such as in-
game hierarchies, community sociality and company development practices. For in-
stance, the way GGS chose to aggressively monetize Empire through abusing specific
dark patterns of design, and providing preferential treatment to higher paying custom-
ers, results in certain practices such as the aforementioned socioeconomic in-game hi-
erarchies, and a fragmented community. The extent to which these practices appear in
other F2P games is also dependent on the profit-centric approach of the game develop-
ers, and how this then manifests in the various production and regulation practices of
the company. If other developers also choose to aggressively enforce microtransactions
and segregation of users, this can result in similar appropriation, identification and rep-
resentation practices to those perpetrated seen in Empire culture.

Empire, as the representative of F2P game culture in this research, indicates that this
meso-level game culture can be truly characterized and defined as something distinct
from traditional, pay-to-play game culture, displaying unique, distinct practices and pro-
cesses that are not present in games that do not employ the F2P model. Moreover, the-
se new cultural practices are not without consequence. Initially, some of these practices
can be likened to those of more commercialized, consumer cultures, which are primarily
focused on shopping activities (McAllister, 2003). Compared to traditional pay-to-play
game cultures, the practices of players in Empire game culture (and presumably F2P
culture) are focused on shopping and consumption, and those of producers are cen-
tered on generating profit, instead of fostering a lasting community or providing quality
content.

The F2P payment model, or more specifically F2P culture, could also possibly transform
the overall macro game culture. One possible way of defining the overall macro culture
is as a feature of media culture, “whose primary resources of meaning are manifested in
digital games that are mostly mediated or provided through technical communication
media such as handhelds or consoles,” (Wimmer, 2012). Utilizing this definition includes
all possible types of games, genres, consoles, players and developers in the gaming
industry. F2P culture can then transform this overall macro game culture by changing
certain practices and phenomena within it, or in its various micro or meso subcultures.
This can occur on both the developer and the user side. These transformations are es-
pecially likely to be observed when practices and phenomena, which previously could
only be observed in F2P games and their cultures, begin to manifest in traditional pay-
to-play and subscription games. These practices include hierarchies based on real-
world socioeconomics, tiered customer service, and the like. The details of this devel-
opment, or how F2P game characteristics and practices are beginning to appear in tra-
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ditional, pay-to-play games, as well as the influence the model has on overall gaming
culture, will be discussed in detail in the following chapter. While no other cultures were
participated in during the ethnography, arguments concerning further F2P, pay-to-play
games or the overall game culture are made possible through utilizing Alasuutari’s
hourglass model (1996) and supplementary literature on these topics. By doing this, we
are able to extrapolate observations from the case study and apply them to other cul-
tures, and a broader overall context, similar to quantitative research (ibid).
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6.0. Differentiating and Defining Free-to-Play Culture

6.1. An Analysis Exercising Various Levels

This study presents an 18-month ethnographic investigation of the free-to-play game
culture of Empire, utilizing three distinct levels of analysis: micro, meso and macro.
These specific levels are applied within different stages of the analysis process, and
each level plays a particular role concerning a step in the analytical procedure. Micro,
meso and macro levels can define and limit concepts in multiple ways, based on their
grounding notions (Quandt & Scheufele, 2011). These levels are utilized to define
distinctive levels of game culture, according to the framework provided by Elmezeny
and Wimmer (2018). They are also used to define specific practices and processes
of the actors within the culture itself.

Elmezeny and Wimmer's (2018) framework is first utilized in this study to define the
game culture analyzed in the ethnographic case study. The culture is defined at the
micro level, where we limit the culture of interest to that of one specific game: the
culture of Goodgame Studio’s Empire. This includes the users of the game, its pro-
ducers, various communities and communication outlets (forums, websites or chat
rooms) that deal with the game. Furthermore, the micro level reflects not only how
the game culture is defined, but also the empirical method itself, by using a specific
case and then relating it to broader theoretical, social and cultural contexts
(Alasuutari, 1996). Using this detailed case, the objective was to answer two precise
questions 1) how does the free-to-play model transform the various contexts of game
culture? and 2) how do the various contexts of an F2P game culture transform each
other? To answer these questions, in-depth observation and analysis on the micro
level alone is not sufficient. In accordance with Alasuutari’'s (1996) hourglass model,
to be able to relate the case to a broader theoretical and social context, meso and
macro level definitions of culture also have to be utilized.

To apply these levels of culture successfully, qualitative concepts of generalizability
(Mayring, 2007) have to be used. These concepts assist in the comparison of prac-
tices across different game communities to establish their boundaries and define
them, as well as generalize findings from a single case. In addition to argumentative
generalizations (theoretical saturation which was utilized in data analysis) or looking
for typical material (building on relevant literature and deductive coding), the main
concept which assists in applying these levels of culture is the use of comparative
literature analysis, a form of meta-analysis (ibid). Through comparing the observed
practices in this ethnography to surveyed literature on F2P games, as well as games
utilizing traditional payment models, distinctions can be made, and cultures can be
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categorized based on their payment model, given similarities and differences in their
cultural practices.

Now, the meso level is used to help define what constitutes free-to-play (F2P) game
culture. By defining game culture on the meso level, findings from the micro case
study can be related to other games that share the same unifying feature, in an at-
tempt to explore their similarities, and contrast them to traditional, pay-to-play culture.
Therefore, a meso-level definition of game culture is applied in this study, where F2P
game culture is defined as the culture of digital games from various genres, on di-
verse platforms, which utilize the freemium payment model. By doing this, one is able
to relate the findings of Empire’s ethnography to a broader cultural context, utilizing
scientific literature on other F2P games and comparing practices and phenomena
from Empire with those observed in other F2P games. In that way, similarities be-
tween Empire and other games can be identified, helping to illustrate an overall im-
age of F2P culture as something distinct from traditional, pay-to-play game culture
(as will be explained later in this chapter).

Alternatively, another meso-level definition of game culture is utilized in this chapter:
traditional (pay-to-play) game culture, which is defined as the culture of digital games
from various genres, on diverse platforms, having a set price and without
microtransactions (not utilizing the freemium model). Subscription game culture is
likewise similar but with a subscription-based payment system (common MMORPGs
like World of Warcraft being the best example).

Finally, the macro-definition of game culture, defined as the overall culture of games,
their industries, players, and methods of play all over the world, is utilized. This is
done to place the findings concerning the previously defined meso-level F2P culture
in a larger context, observing the transformations this meso-level game culture has
on the overall macro game culture. By defining the macro culture, the larger context
is firmly outlined, and the meso-level culture (F2P) is pinpointed as a sub-culture of
said context (overall macro game culture). The benefit of having a macro-level defini-
tion of game culture, and placing the findings in a larger context, is the ability to ob-
serve the implications of these findings on greater metaprocesses such as commer-
cialization, or the increasing importance of economic (financial) aspects on organiza-
tions, culture and society as a whole (Krotz, 2007).
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6.2. Characterizing Free-to-Play Culture

Characterizing free-to-play culture on the meso-level (ElImezeny & Wimmer, 2018),
while not a specific goal of this research, was one of its sub-objectives. To do this,
empirical observations were made during the ethnography of the micro-level culture
of Empire, which were related to literature on other F2P games’ practices. The result-
ing assumption is that F2P culture, which can be defined as that of games from any
genre, played on various platforms but sharing the unifying feature of the freemium
payment model, is marked by a number of transformations from traditional, pay-to-
play and subscription game cultures, as a result of using said freemium payment
model. These traditional cultures are also defined similarly, as the culture of games
from multiple genres, played on various platforms but sharing the same payment
models. Both definitions of traditional pay-to-play and subscription game culture in-
clude games with content that is purchasable after the initial procurement, since the-
se are changes which are inspired by the commercialization of the F2P payment
model (see Subchapter 6.5.). Nevertheless, the transformations which characterize
F2P culture as distinct from these cultures are several but include®: unlikeness from
third places (Steinkuhler & Williams, 2006), a waning magic circle (Huizinga, 1955),
monetized meritocracy (Paul, 2018), increased consumerism and consumer culture
(McAllister, 2003), and a lack of industry regulation (Woodford, 2013).

Based on Oldenburg’s (1999) typology, Steinkuhler & Williams (2006) use the notion
of third places to describe MMOs, because of certain characteristics such as having
neutral ground, a playful mood, regular players and being seen as a home away from
home (see Subchapter 2.4.3.2. for more details). These characteristics can be ap-
plied to a plethora of other pay-to-play and subscription games, not MMOs alone.
However, as will be identified below, certain practices in Empire demonstrate that the
game does not function as a third place.

The magic circle, on the other hand, denotes an enclosed space of play, separate
from real life (Huizinga, 1955). However, games do not exist in a vacuum and are
instead put into certain contexts (King & Krzywinska, 2006). Hence, the magic circle
can be contextualized, and is not totally separate from the real world (Consalvo,
2009). This solidifies Juul's (2005) definition of games as half-real, containing fiction-
al elements that are influenced by real life contexts. However, in the case of F2P
games (and culture), they are more than half-real, as certain Empire practices have
shown. These practices mirror real-life contexts almost exactly, breaking the bounda-
ries that separate real life from the game world, and possibly making these games all

% The following citations refer to the theoretical concepts and not findings concerning the transfor-
mations in F2P games.
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too real. In that sense, F2P games should be instead defined as three quarters-real,
not half-real.

Meritocracy, or the system in which achievements instead of ascribed characteristics
determine the value of individuals, exists in all games, and Paul (2018) argues that it
is disadvantageous to the overall game culture. It is toxic and blind to structural dis-
advantages such as race and gender (ibid). Nevertheless, within the context of F2P,
there is the added drawback of monetized meritocracy, enhancing the dichotomy be-
tween pay-to-win and real skill achievements, which is heavily debated within F2P
game communities. This furthers both meritocratic sentiments in F2P (and overall)
game culture, as well as structural disadvantages. Certain practices observed during
the ethnography indicate that Empire’s game culture, similar to many other F2P
games, is built around monetized meritocracy, or paying to win (or even paying for
the skills to win), rather than actual skill-based achievement.

To say that regular non-F2P game cultures are not consumer cultures would not be
entirely true. Games and their cultures, as a form of entertainment media, all have
certain elements of consumerism. However, compared to traditional pay-to-play and
subscription-based cultures, F2P culture tends to be more consumption-oriented, and
akin to consumer culture, based on “shopping activities and the geography of retail
space,” (McAllister, 2003, p. 43). This is not only because F2P games contain certain
gameplay mechanics that deal primarily with the activities and spaces of shopping
and consumption (microtransactions, decorative items, skins, etc.), but also because
of the lack of counterculture and participatory practices, such as modding, hacking or
the creation of user-generated content (Simons & Newman, 2003) present in most
traditional game cultures. In addition to consumer mechanics, user practices ob-
served in Empire, and possibly other F2P games, emphasize the increasing im-
portance of consumption in how they play and appropriate the game itself.

One final transformation of F2P culture that marks it as different from traditional
game culture(s) is the lack of industry regulation. Traditional box games receive suffi-
cient regulation concerning content, age ratings and the like, which F2P games (mo-
bile or browser) rarely receive. However, more importantly, as Empire’s ethnography
has shown, activities within the game itself are not regulated by third parties, and
questionably controlled by the company itself. There are future efforts to ensure con-
sumer protection like those proposed by the European Commissions (“Commission
and Member States to raise consumer concerns with app industry” 2014), and while
there have been certain improvements, greater results are still to be seen. Moreover,
there are also industry efforts intended to trick consumers in order to increase spend-

ing.
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These particular transformations can be identified by looking at the practices and
processes within four specific areas of any F2P game and its culture. They are: com-
pany practices, community practices, individual practices and industry practices. Un-
like the way that previous findings are organized in the five contexts of the circuit of
culture, these four categories group practices based on actors, focusing only on the
overall F2P culture transformation, not that of certain contexts. The following sections
will discuss in detail the four specific spheres in which one is able to observe these
particular transformations, which distinguish F2P culture as something different from
traditional, pay-to-play game culture.
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6.3. Company and Community Practices

Observing certain company practices can help in understanding how F2P culture is
different from traditional pay-to-play culture, especially concerning the weakening
magic circle. Dealing with Empire game culture, the ethnography highlighted evident
findings that identify this main difference from traditional games, which signals the
blurring of the real and game worlds, almost breaking the magic circle (Huizinga,
1955); or more precisely, further contextualizing it in real life (Consalvo, 2009).

Among the observed company practices emphasizing this transformation, the most
prominent is the implementation of excessive and annoying advertisements in the
game world by the developer. Empire contains a plethora of in-game advertisements
that clutter the user interface and notify players of various sales, or repeatedly
prompt them to make purchases. In addition to bringing the practice of advertisement
and promotion into the game world, which is done in an obvious manner that does
not fit the fictional narrative, these advertisements almost constantly include a real
world monetary value in which the items in question should be purchased (not in-
game currency). This is done in order to incentivize spending, further blurring the line
between the real and game worlds.

Furthermore, GGS implements certain mechanisms in Empire, similar to other F2P
games, known as social capital dark. These patterns attempt to commodify social
interaction, helping to promote the game through linked social media accounts
(Nieborg, 2015). By allowing players to link their real-life identities to their in-game
accounts through Facebook and other platforms, the magic circle is weakened again
through introducing further real-world contexts. No longer are game world and real-
world identities entirely separate, as in traditional MMORPGs or box-games. While
some other non-F2P games might feature the option of linking social media accounts
to share achievements, this mechanism is only made worse in Empire (and other
aggressively monetized F2P games), due to incentivizing users to link their accounts
and share content through them. Players are offered in-game currency and other vir-
tual items should they decide to link their social media accounts and share their
achievements on associated platforms, making sure that for those who want to get
the most out of the game, the separation between their real-world identities and the
game is no longer an option.

These two company practices indicate Goodgame Studios’ commercialized approach
to Empire: one that is entirely profit-centric. As previously shown in RQ1, GGS often
sacrifices game quality and customer service in order to generate more profit from
those players spending a greater amount of money in their game. This is accom-
plished through mental trickery, as well as unfair compensation and tiered customer
services across payment classes, incentivizing microtransactions. By treating those
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who spend more differently to those who spend less, GGS is only following simple
business strategy. However, this practice still introduces further real-world contexts
into the game world, again weakening the magic circle. For a lot of players, gameplay
is a getaway from their real-world problems and responsibilities. Having socioeco-
nomic status translated into the game-world, where they might receive equally nega-
tive treatment, denies them the option of full escapism.

Not only do these company practices lead to a waning magic circle (Huizinga, 1955),
but so do some community practices that also manage to introduce numerous real-
world contexts, more so than traditional, pay-to-play game culture. The company
practices (and game mechanics) that introduce real-world socioeconomics also lead
to in-game hierarchies among the players in the community itself that mimic the real
world. Due to microtransactions in Empire (and several other F2P games), players
are divided into several payment groups, and as previously pointed out (see Sub-
chapter 5.4), higher paying users have elite status in the community, earning more
respect from their fellow community members. While this respect is due to their
achievements, most of these achievements are usually a result of their payment,
since Empire has been developed to be a pay-to-win game. Additionally, practices in
the community such as selective recruitment in alliances and selective play within the
same payment groups (see Subchapter 5.3.2.1) also emphasize the transfer of soci-
oeconomic realities from the real world into the game world.

Given the option of microtransactions in Empire, and the allure of the status and re-
spect dispensed to those with achievements, regardless of whether these were at-
tained through payment or actual skill, monetized meritocracy is another community
practice that marks Empire (and F2P culture) as being something transformed from
traditional, pay-to-play game culture. The notion of monetized meritocracy is oxymo-
ronic; meritocratic systems reward individuals based on their skill (Paul, 2018), so
how can they be based on wealth or payment? This term is one that is being coined
in this research and hopefully will catch on in future game studies. In Empire, and in
several other P2W free-to-play games, monetized meritocracy means that players
are able to buy their way to the top. Paying to win indicates that gamers might not
necessarily have the skill to beat their opponents, however they are able to purchase
the necessary skills to do so (whether these consist of in-game currency or items),
and in the end, the game will reward them for their achievements (read: purchases).
Within Empire, players can purchase premium troops, tools or currency, all of which
are much stronger than regularly accessed items, and are arguably necessary for
competitive play. Having the ability to purchase skill negates the neutral ground of
the in-game world, and reintroduces real world contexts once again, diminishing the
magic circle (Huizinga, 1955).
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Due to socioeconomic hierarchies, a monetized meritocracy, and mental trickery im-
plemented through company practices, the resulting in-game environment in Empire
is somewhat hostile. While this is not significantly different to other competitive game
cultures, whether F2P or traditional, what is noteworthy is that the hostility observed
in Empire is made worse through these aforementioned practices, which do not exist
in traditional, non-F2P game culture(s). In Empire, the community is fragmented
along payment lines, and GGS does not seem to want to bridge this gap or foster a
friendlier community, because doing so would mean less in-game aggression, which
would also lead to fewer in-game microtransactions. While this does not affect the
magic circle, a severely aggressive in-game environment is uncharacteristic of a
game as a third place (Steinkihler & Williams, 2006).

For games and virtual worlds to function as third places they have to incorporate cer-
tain characteristics. The community practices of Empire stated above, and possibly
other F2P games (using the meso-level culture definition), reveal it to be anything but
a third place. For instance, third places are seen as having a leveling characteristic
where “an individual’s rank and status in the workplace or society at large are of no
import. Acceptance and participation is not contingent on any prerequisites...or proof
of membership,” (Oldenburg, 1999 as cited in Steinkihler & Williams, 2006, p. 890).
This was not the case with Empire and its in-game hierarchies, fragmented communi-
ty, and group identification. Players are sometimes selective of who they associate
and play with, in addition to respecting and bullying others based on their payment
status. These types of practices and behaviors again reflect real-world socioeconom-
ic factors.

Moreover, third places are described as being accessible: “accommodating to those
who frequent them,” (ibid, p. 890). While Empire, like many other F2P games, is easy
to access at the start, as players continue towards the later stages, advancement
slows down and progress at an acceptable pace is only possible for those making
microtransactions. This proves that these types of games are not really as accessible
as they are marketed as being. Additionally, the in-game environment is anything but
accommodating, with constant warfare and bullying. The same can also be said con-
cerning accommodation from GGS itself. While the company attempts to cater to its
players, whether through services or game updates, this does not happen for the en-
tire community, and is only targeted at valued high-spending players.

Third places are also characterized as having a low profile, “characteristically homely
and without pretension,” (Oldenburg, 1999 as cited in Steinkihler & Williams, 2006,
p. 890). In Empire, the preoccupation with achievement, whether skill or money
based, is rampant, overwhelming its game community. Players are constantly debat-
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ing the P2W or skill aspect of the game, individuals’ achievements or their purchas-
ing, making the environment full of pretension and self-importance.

Finally, third places are described as having a playful mood, which is “marked by fri-
volity, verbal word play, and wit,” (Oldenburg, 1999 as cited in Steinkihler & Wil-
liams, 2006, p. 890). Aside from the extremely hostile environment in Empire, social
interaction did not seem to be based on these aspects, but rather to be mostly func-
tional. Player communication mostly consisted of informing each other of incoming
attacks or plans. While there was socialization, it did not revolve around wit or world
play, but typically around users’ private lives, and then only in a shallow and straight-
forward manner.

Due to all of the differences observed, it can be safely concluded that Empire and
similar F2P games do not operate as third places, signaling the dissimilarity of F2P
game culture from traditional, pay-to-play culture. While not all traditional games
function as third places, a majority of online multiplayer ones do, or at least they have
a bulk of the characteristics described. However, Empire, and possibly other aggres-
sively monetized games from F2P culture, do not, showing them to be conceivably
less escapist and neutral spaces than traditional games are.
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6.4. Individual and Industry Practices

Unlike company or community practices, individual and industry practices stress the
differences of Empire’s (and F2P’s) culture from traditional game culture, through
pinpointing actions that suggest increased consumerism, making it more akin to a
consumer culture, rather than a participatory one. The most revealing individual prac-
tice differentiating Empire (and F2P) game culture from traditional culture is its pre-
occupation with microtransactions.

Much of the gameplay in Empire (and most other F2P games) revolves around the
act of purchasing and consumption. This is not only reflected in the need to acquire
premium items and currency to assist in beating other players or improving in-game
status, but also in how players manage their own spending behavior. There is an
urge for uncontrollable spending in players, which was explicitly stated by several
Empire players (see Subchapter 5.4.1.1.). These players clearly said that should they
have no other responsibilities, they would willingly spend endlessly on the game.
However, this is not the case, and Empire players therefore have to budget both their
in-game and their out-of-game spending, curbing excess consumption tendencies.
This practice is something which does not often take place in traditional game cul-
tures, or at least in those without microtransactions.

Moreover, in addition to budgeting, Empire players are also preoccupied with in-
game sales, always on the lookout for ‘prime times’: when in-game currency is at its
cheapest. They do this so they can make a purchase and exchange their real world,
hard-earned money for the greatest amount of virtual currency they can acquire. In
addition to providing deals on currency, prime times also offer sales on both decora-
tive and functional items. Overall, the Empire players observed spend much of their
time in the game unceasingly engrossed with shopping activities, something very
characteristic of consumer culture (McAllister, 2003).

What is also indicative of consumer culture is the individual practice of identifying
with virtual items (and properties) that have been purchased, instead of game narra-
tives or characters. This practice was constantly observed in Empire, marking it as
distinct from traditional game culture(s). The same practice also applies to overall
F2P game culture, at least in those games with weaker narratives and less identifia-
ble characters. The Empire players interviewed were strongly attached to their virtual
possessions and expressed concern over losing ownership of them. Even GGS em-
ployees who did not enjoy playing the game showed some minor attachment to their
virtual properties, stating that they would feel frustration if they had to begin all over
again due to hacking or technical issues.
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Curiously, no interviewed participants noted likable characters or storylines from Em-
pire as their favorite aspect of the game. Unlike traditional, pay-to-play game culture,
where games often have immersive narratives and likeable characters for users to
identify with, Empire only offers its users virtual items, rewards for their labor, or tem-
porary financial investments. While this might not be true for F2P culture in general, it
is quite common for several F2P games. Only a minority of these games have well
established narratives or interesting characters to identify with, e.g. Guild Wars 2 or
Heroes of the Storm.

Finally, a practice of individuals in Empire game culture, one that marks it as different
from traditional game culture, is the lack of production of user-generated content
(UGC). Traditional pay-to-play and subscription game cultures almost always have
plenty of fandom. Along with this fandom comes a surplus of user-generated art, fic-
tion, and helpful guides or tutorial content. Within the Empire game community, this
was completely lacking. While a few helpful external resources generated by players
did exist, they were scarce, rarely updated, and paled in comparison to the resources
of other traditional game culture(s). This is possibly characteristic of F2P game cul-
ture, meaning that several other games similar to Empire are the same. However, it
still does not apply to all games within this meso-level culture definition, as several
other F2P games with larger fanbases generate plenty of UGC.

These other F2P games, interestingly enough, also provide more immersive narra-
tives and characters to identify with (Guild Wars 2, League of Legends, etc.), gener-
ating an abundance of user-generated content, ranging from art, to fiction, detailed
guides and tutorials. One possible reason for these exceptions is that they have a
more accommodating community, although this is highly doubtful, as multiplayer are-
na games (League of Legends) are generally known for having toxic communities
(Kwak, Blackburn & Han, 2015). The most likely reason is that these game micro-
cultures are less aggressively monetized than other F2P games in the meso culture
and have an abundance of content, allowing users to participate and appropriate the
game in ways other than simple shopping (microtransactions) and consumption. A
greater amount of UGC production is an indication of participatory culture (Jenkins,
2006), hence for Empire and other F2P micro cultures lacking in UGC, this is a con-
trasting indication.

Similar to individual practices, industry practices also distinguish Empire (and F2P)
culture as something different from traditional, pay-to-play culture: more consump-
tion-oriented than participatory. This is true even if the overall games industry can be
considered a commercialized, profit-centric industry, just like many other entertain-
ment industries. Still, looking at non-F2P games, one can identify that in addition to
regular console titles meant for generating profit, there are an abundance of inde-
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pendently developed games (Undertale, Stardew Valley and Celeste), with innovative
gameplay mechanics, character designs and narratives. Even if these games have
had critical and financial success, that might not have been their original purpose;
they could have been created thoughtfully and passionately by their developers, akin
to independent movies or art films.

On the other hand, F2P games are almost always developed with financial gain in
mind. That is the basis for utilizing the payment model: luring players with the appeal
of free access and having them spend endlessly on microtransactions. Even with the
existence of some indie F2P games not meant to turn a profit (Meat Boy, Deltarune
and Spelunky Classic), the most available and accessible ones, those which domi-
nate the market, offer slight variations of the same gameplay (known as clones)
packaged with different storylines, or graphics.

The overabundance of game clones on various app markets is one of many indica-
tors of lacking industry regulation in F2P game culture, something that is certainly not
true of traditional, pay-to-play or subscription game culture. The Apple and Google
app stores are flooded with F2P games that work almost exactly the same way, the
only difference being in the game’s design or story. One notable example is the
game Flappy Bird, which at one point had up to 800 different clones, such as Flappy
Bats, Flappy Cat and Flappy Turd (Sherman, 2014). In addition to not regulating
clones, F2P games were allowed to be marketed on game platforms as completely
free, which is technically deceptive considering the various microtransactions that
need to be made for decent progress to occur after a certain point. It was not until
recently that F2P games (and other applications) with microtransactions were no
longer allowed to be called free on Apple’s app store. They are now labeled as hav-
ing ‘in-app purchases’ instead. This change only transpired in 2014, after Apple came
under pressure from the European Commission (Curtis, 2014), one of the only organ-
izations attempting to protect F2P game consumers.

Even though the in-app transactions of F2P games are clearly labeled on certain plat-
forms, a debate currently rages concerning the regulation of these microtransactions.
Aside from uncontrollable spending, such as the one player who spent $10,000 (Gach,
2017), certain microtransactions in F2P games are completely randomized: players
increasingly pay for a mystery box that might contain extremely rare or mundane
items. These types of transactions, generally named ‘loot boxes’, have been compared
to gambling and deemed inappropriate for environments frequented by children and
teens (Campbell, 2018). Most F2P games that have loot boxes offer exclusive items
(usually ones that function as status indicators), unattainable outside of these pur-
chases, encouraging users to continuously make microtransactions, so they keep try-
ing their luck until they have got what they wanted.
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Loot box microtransactions have been largely unregulated in the F2P industry. Only
recently, after a massive scandal concerning Star Wars Battlefront’s use of loot box-
es, has the American Federal Trade Commission (FTC) pledged to launch an inves-
tigation into the practice of loot boxes (Campbell, 2018). One step ahead of the USA,
the Netherlands gaming authority (Kansspelautoriteit) has already put certain regula-
tions in place concerning these sorts of microtransactions. If loot box content can be
transferred to other users, or traded for cash, it is considered as being similar to
gambling from the authority’s point of view, and therefore is now illegal in the Nether-
lands (“Loot boxes & Netherlands Gaming Authority's findings”, 2019). Nevertheless,
the maijority of microtransactions in F2P culture (both loot boxes and others) are still
widely unregulated, with only a handful of laws existing in Japan, Belgium and the
Netherlands so far (Campbell, 2018).

Even though there have been attempts to regulate microtransactions in some coun-
tries, other ethically questionable development practices, frequently observed in Em-
pire, such as the abuse of dark patterns or mental trickery, are not even on the agen-
da of any organization. In fact, the industry is currently in the process of patenting
new methods that incentivize purchasing, which might be against the interests of
consumers. One example is a matchmaking battle system between players that pairs
them in such a way as to encourage microtransactions. This system analyzes “player
trends such as latency and weapon preference in order to place them in scenarios
that might lead them to buy certain items,” (Alexandra, 2017, n.p). Hence, not only do
most questionable developer practices go unregulated in the F2P industry (many of
which were seen in Empire and can also surely be seen in other aggressively mone-
tized F2P games), but newer methods are also being proposed, driving more pur-
chasing without consumer protection in mind.

Overall, practices from these four spheres (industry, individual, company and com-
munity) emphasize characteristics that differentiate F2P game culture (not just Em-
pire) as something distinct from traditional, pay-to-play or subscription game culture.
F2P culture can be seen as something completely separate from traditional and sub-
scription game cultures: a parallel meso-level game culture, and part of the overall
macro-game culture. However, it is important to note that certain characteristics are
not applicable to all games within the F2P game culture. Free-to-play games that are
not as aggressively monetized as Empire might not have the same community char-
acteristics or practices, possibly functioning as third places or having immersive nar-
ratives that might generate more UGC. These different practices might lead players
to identify with characters instead of virtual items, and could result in less of a con-
sumer culture. Therefore, while the freemium payment model does drive certain
transformations that distinguish F2P culture (monetized meritocracy, non-third plac-
es, consumer culture, lack of regulation), there are certainly always exceptions.
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6.5. Commercialization: From F2P to the Macro Game Culture

The practices mentioned above apply to a majority of games within F2P game cul-
ture, indicating it as something distinct and unique from traditional pay-to-play or
subscription cultures. Nevertheless, even with F2P culture as something separate
from traditional game culture, it could still possibly have a commercializing influence
on it, as well as on worldwide macro game culture, otherwise known as “The overall
culture of games, gamers and gameplay,” (Elmezeny & Wimmer, 2018, p.82), due to
it being part of this macro culture. The noted transformation, which will be argued in
the following section, concerns how F2P culture drives the gaming industry to be
more profit-centric and users to be consumption-oriented. The influence F2P culture
might have on overall gaming culture can be attributed to several things, such as F2P
gaming’s spread and its popularity and ease of access.

The reason F2P culture can have a commercializing influence on overall macro
game culture is because of the games’ spread within the overall culture. F2P games,
and their cultures, make up a large portion of the games market today. These types
of game overwhelm the mobile app markets, existing on all game platforms, and are
much more common than traditional box-games, or even purchasable mobile games.
This could be partially attributed to what Juul (2010) termed the casualization of
game culture, or the growing market for casual games. Classically, F2P games pro-
vide a more casual experience: short bursts of play can be experienced by users
when and how they want. This leads us to another reason why F2P games might be
influential on the overall culture: their ease of access.

Free-to-play games can be accessed on almost any device: from PCs to consoles,
handhelds, tablets and even wearables. The majority of F2P games are also not
graphically demanding and require only basic devices to operate. Users do not need
the latest equipment to play them, making them accessible to those with outdated
phones or computers. Furthermore, and most obviously, F2P games are free, mean-
ing that even if players are not able to progress at an acceptable rate, become com-
petitive, or even reach the final stages of the game, they can still access the core
game itself and have some kind of gameplay experience.

The final aspect which contributes to F2P culture’s influence on the overall macro
game culture is the popularity of certain F2P games with players and the freemium
model itself with developers. Some free-to-play games, like DOTA2 for example,
have communities of up to one million gamers playing simultaneously (Bozhenko,
2019). However, more astonishingly, and emphasizing the popularity of F2P games,
are the large sums awarded for some of these games’ e-sports tournaments. DOTA
2 surpassed any other game in history, setting the world record with its prize pool for
the 2018 international tournament at $24.8 million (Makuch, 2018). This is especially
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noteworthy as DOTA 2 has a system of crowdfunding its prize pool for tournaments
from the community itself by selling items in the game to the player community.

Not only are certain F2P games extremely popular (e.g. Fortnite, Players Unkown
Battle Grounds, League of Legends, Hearthstone, Heroes of the Storm and DOTA 2)
but the freemium model itself is becoming tremendously popular among developers.
This is not without reason. Freemium has become “the dominant revenue model in
the top grossing applications chart,” (Alha et al., 2014, p.1). Hence, it makes sense
that many developers have an extremely positive outlook on the model itself (ibid),
choosing to implement it more often in their games. In fact, the F2P model has
gained so much in popularity among developers that industry giants who were tradi-
tionally focused on console titles have begun concentrating on the mobile market,
publishing multiple freemium games as well. Indie developers have long used the
model as a way to promote their games and brand among players, while making a
meager profit or accepting contributions. Now, however, veterans like Nintendo are
utilizing the model to push their own intellectual properties (Pokémon, Mario, Fire
Emblem) and connect them with their traditional pay-to-play games. Therefore, the
profit, attention and communities being generated by F2P games are not to be ig-
nored.

The payment model’s popularity, as well as F2P games’ ease of access and spread,
might assist F2P culture in having a commercialization influence on overall macro
game culture. For a large majority of individuals, their first gaming experience will
now be with F2P games. These are not only children and young adults just beginning
to play games, but also older people exposed to the medium for the first time. This is
primarily due to the increasing penetration of smartphones and handheld devices
(Newzoo, 2018), as well as the casualization of the gaming industry (Juul, 2010),
which targets the regular consumer more than hardcore gamers. For these individu-
als, they will come to understand F2P games and their cultural characteristics as the
normal state of game culture. Previously established notions and ideas of game cul-
ture as participatory and a space for sociability or user-generated content, or as be-
ing somewhere that serves as a functioning third place, will become a thing of the
past. Traditional game cultures will only be a rare experience offered to the occa-
sional few that venture outside of the F2P game catalogue. Furthermore, for those
that eventually leave F2P culture and join traditional pay-to-play and subscription
game cultures, they will not come to expect practices and characteristics that differ
from those found in F2P games. They will not be used to less consumer-oriented and
more participatory play, a more intact magic circle and better functioning third places.

Not only will the majority of an entire new generation of gamers (the consumer side
of macro game culture) have begun their journey with F2P games, becoming ex-
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posed to a more consumer-oriented and commercialized version of game culture, but
they will also bring expectations of these F2P games with them into traditional gam-
ing spheres. Should players choose to partake in traditional games, they might ulti-
mately end up influencing the development side of the macro game culture as well.
To accommodate the expectations F2P gamers bring with them into traditional
games, developers could begin integrating characteristics of F2P games into tradi-
tional games (microtransactions to assist in pay-to-win for instance) or focus entirely
on creating F2P games, better catering to the growing generation of new audiences.
These sorts of changes are already beginning to occur in the games industry, with
multiple developers integrating F2P game characteristics into their fully-priced tradi-
tional games, such as microtransactions, P2W and seasonal content.

The developer most especially recognized for these integrations is EA Games
(Whitwam, 2018). Aside from its fiasco with Battle Front Il, EA is known for continu-
ously including F2P characteristics (microtransactions) in its sports games’ series,
like FIFA, NHL and Madden. Perhaps it only continues to engage in this kind of be-
havior because even though the player pays an initial price for the game,
microtransactions have become the absolute norm in the current gaming environ-
ment, a fact confirmed by how often players are willing to purchase them in their
games (Whitwam, 2018). The fact that players are wiling to spend on
microtransactions after having paid the full price of a game is also clear evidence of
what a commercializing force F2P culture has been on the overall macro game cul-
ture, instilling shopping-like consumption play where it might not belong.

Overall, the exposure of younger generations to F2P games (and their unique cultur-
al practices) due to their being widespread and popular, results in changes to the
gaming industry. These changes are in fact catering to younger generations and their
preference for or habit of engaging in F2P play. Nevertheless, the overwhelming ex-
posure and changes to the industry underline the possible commercializing influence
F2P culture has had on overall macro game culture. F2P culture lends specific con-
sumer culture characteristics to the overall macro game culture, accentuating more
shopping-like activities, and less participatory practices such as user-generated con-
tent or modding. F2P culture has also possibly motivated developers to integrate F2P
game characteristics into their pay-to-play and subscription games, strengthening the
profit-centric approach already existing within the industry, and hindering the few who
still attempt to develop quality indie content. These changes are only beginning to
slowly materialize now. However, with F2P gaining becoming ever more popular,
perhaps the commercialization of game culture will be much more evident in the fol-
lowing years.
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7.0. Conclusion

This research presented an ethnography of the free-to-play game Empire, developed
and published by Goodgame Studios in Hamburg, Germany. The intention was to
observe the various transformations the freemium payment model brings to a game’s
culture. Freemium in this study denotes a payment system delivering game access
for free with various microtransactions within that provide both decorative and func-
tional benefits. Through an 18-month ethnography of the Empire in-game community,
which included participant observation, interviews with both game players and em-
ployees of Goodgame Studios, and a content analysis of forum posts, as well as
news articles pertaining to the game and related matters, this study managed to pin-
point several interesting insights about F2P games, in addition to media and game
cultures overall.

In answering “how does the free-to-play payment model transform the various con-
texts of game culture?” the practices of each context were first observed separately
to note distinct manifestations of practices and phenomena as a result of the applica-
tion of the F2P payment model. Several new practices that had not been witnessed
in games with traditional payment models (pay-to-play and subscription) were seen in
multiple contexts of Empire’s game culture, such as: tiered customer service
([re]production), player hierarchies based on payment (appropriation) and grouping
with payment classes (identification). Moreover, undesirable practices existing in tra-
ditional games (bullying, dark patterns in game design) were seen to be exacerbated
in Empire, and participatory practices (such as user-generated content) diminished.
When answering how the free-to-play model transforms the various contexts of game
culture, one can note that the model transforms various contexts through establishing
new practices not present in game cultures with traditional payment models. This
transformation also includes increasing some consumerist practices and lessening
some patrticipatory practices found in traditional game cultures.

The research also highlighted some notable findings concerning the interaction of
practices within these cultural contexts, which provides knowledge about Empire cul-
ture, as well as F2P, regular game and media cultures overall. To be more specific,
in answering the second research question of “how do the various game culture con-
texts of an F2P game transform each other?”, precise connections between practices
were analyzed to understand how they contributed to other practices or phenomena.
This examination led to the spectrum of contextual relationships, where interactions
between as little as two and as many as five contexts resulted in a variety of cultural
phenomena or practices that are considered transformations from game cultures with
traditional payment models. Examples of these transformations include the relation-
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ship between appropriation and identification, where spending habits change how
players feel about their purchased content and how they resume their purchasing
behavior, or the cycle between employee identity, in-game regulation and Empire’s
image in media and public discourse, where the way employees identify changes in-
game regulation tactics, and therefore impacts the game’s image in gamer communi-
ties and the mainstream media. These relationships between contexts occur as a
result of interacting practices which could happen either in one direction, back and
forth or in multiple routes, depending on the number of contexts and practices in-
volved. In answering how the various game culture contexts of an F2P game trans-
form each other, one can pinpoint that the cultural practices within these contexts
interact in multiple ways, forming various relationships and can be placed on a spec-
trum. The relationships result in cultural practices or phenomena which can be de-
scribed as characteristic of free-to-play game culture. The reason these practices are
characteristic of F2P game culture is because the contextual relationships (and re-
sulting practices) are assumed to appear in several F2P games other than Empire,
and not as commonly in games utilizing traditional payment models.

With several noted different practices across the various contexts of culture, as well
as contextual relationships and interactions resulting in phenomena not present in
game cultures with regular payment models, the observed culture of Empire present-
ed something distinctive from previously witnessed game cultures with traditional
payment models. Empire’s culture and practices were compared to similar ones uti-
lizing the freemium payment model, and it was observed that others shared numer-
ous matching characteristics, leading to the assumption that a meso-level (Elmezeny
& Wimmer, 2018) F2P game culture could be possible. While there are several mu-
tual characteristics shared by Empire and other F2P games across multiple genres
and levels of aggressive monetization, the most prominent ones come from the con-
text of (re)production, appropriation and regulation. To be specific, these characteris-
tics are: the abuse of dark patterns of game design in an attempt to increase user
spending in the game, which includes monetary (monetized rivalries), temporal
(grinding) and social capital (integrated social media incentives); an increased focus
on consumption and purchasing in gameplay as compared to traditional gameplay,
e.g. microtransactions and in-game currency; and the noninstitutionalized regulation
of in-game transactions, leading to several debates about game features such as
‘loot boxes’ and exorbitant player spending.

Through surveying existing literature on other games and cultures, it was observed
that F2P game culture is distinct from previous forms utilizing traditional payment
models (pay-to-play or subscription). This was made clear from the difference in cul-
tural practices between F2P game culture and traditional pay-to-play or subscription
game culture. While there are several variations between F2P and game culture with
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classic forms of payment, the most prominent transformations seen concerned the
practices from the contexts of appropriation and (re)production, which manifested
due to this payment model itself. These practices include in-game player hierarches
based on payment, where players are ranked, bully and befriend each other based
on how much money they are spending on the game; a less participatory and more
consumer-oriented community, where there is less user-generated content and more
consumption focused gameplay; and profit-centric game development and communi-
ty management, where producers are almost exclusively focused on generating in-
come rather than on fostering and growing their userbase. These practices might not
apply to the entire repertoire of F2P games, however they do manifest in several and
are a transformation for the skill-based hierarchies, participatory and sometimes indie
development found in games with traditional payment models.

Nevertheless, even while distinct from game cultures with traditional payment mod-
els, F2P culture is still part of the overall macro game culture, the one participated in
by all players, games and the industry worldwide (Elmezeny & Wimmer, 2018). Addi-
tionally, given the popularity of F2P games, their culture can be seen to have a com-
mercializing influence on overall macro culture, changing both industry and individual
practices. For example, newcomers to the gaming world will have their first experi-
ences with F2P games, shaping their expectations and practices to those found in
these types of games. Already aware of these transformations, gaming developers
are catering to this new generation of gamers by producing more F2P games and
content than the traditional kind, as well as integrating F2P features into games with
traditional payment models. This is perhaps the best example of the transformative
influence F2P culture has on overall macro culture, when characteristics of F2P
games begin to manifest in games with traditional payment models, such as pay-to-
play or subscription games with microtransactions and loot boxes.

In addition to insights into free-to-play culture, its distinct characteristics and trans-
formation from game cultures with traditional payment models, this research has also
contributed to an existing and expansive body of scientific literature on both game
and media cultures. The study has indicated that cultural practices in Empire, and
possibly other game or media cultures, are not always the result of a specific context
of the circuit of culture (du Gay et al., 1997). Instead, individual cultural practices or
habits are sometimes the result of several interactions of separate practices from
multiple different contexts, such as feelings of pride or shame experienced by gam-
ers for the microtransactions they make (interactions between the appropriation and
identification contexts). Furthermore, the commonly interlinked relationship between
the contexts of appropriation and identification was repeatedly emphasized in this
research. These two contexts were seen to transform each other quite frequently,
with their practices interacting more regularly than any other context. While this might
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be unique to Empire, using the game as a case example with greater demonstrative
value (Alasuutari, 1996), one can posit that this connection between appropriation
and identification exists in other game and media cultures. Since game cultures are a
sub-type of media culture whose way of mediated communication manifests through
consoles, this relationship could also be considered possible for other types of media
cultures that revolve around different kinds of entertainment and communication.

Finally, this research also proposed a new kind of game culture, or subculture: that of
free-to-play games. The culture envisaged has distinct practices due to both techno-
logical and social arrangements, such as the freemium payment model, company
infrastructures (backend customer services software) and smartphone penetration.
The culture also has individual or group practices, e.g. purchasing habits or efforts in
cooperative regulation. Both these aspects combined (technological and social) pro-
vide new cultural practices which appear to signify the transformation of game culture
from the traditional expressions present before. This proves not only interesting in
defining and labeling a new form of game and media culture, but also as a case ex-
ample of certain metaprocesses (commercialization).

Through observing various practices across every context of game culture in Empire
and comparing them to similar games, the shared practices of F2P games are seen
to be excessively commercialized. As specified in this research, this commercializa-
tion is mostly shaped by the payment model. However, it is interesting to postulate
whether the commercialization processes also suggest the evolution of consumer
culture. F2P culture could be considered a digitalized version of consumer culture,
where individuals now have the choice of spending their hard-earned money on vir-
tual dragons and suits of armor instead of new sneakers and beauty products. This
type of virtual consumerism (Lehdonvirta et al., 2009), while damaging to the state of
game culture, could possibly be beneficial to the environment, reducing waste and
unnecessary physical purchases. Likewise, due to this commercialization, F2P cul-
ture could also very much potentially be a prime case example of the mediatization
process. Not only does it emphasize the increasing amount of both time and money
spent on media, but it also indicates the constant preoccupation and communication
with media, as well as its integration into an individual’s daily routine.
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7.1. Limitations and Future Work

There are a few limitations to the research which will be discussed in the following
section. Additionally, this section will deal with other investigations which could be
undertaken in the future, stemming from this study’s findings.

Firstly, it is important to point out that online digital games, even F2P ones (Empire
being an example), are constantly being updated and changed. These updates to the
game can cause further transformations to the culture itself, as seen in the way the
(re)production context can influence other contexts of culture. Hence, this case study
is essentially only a snapshot of a particular moment in time, meaning that changes
could occur to the game that reflect the company’s understanding of the community,
resulting in the application of less aggressive monetization and mechanics. This is
certainly the case today, as Empire has become a far less aggressively monetized
game than it was in 2015 or 2016. However, the specifics and mechanics of aggres-
sive monetization in Empire noted in this research reflect the environment and culture
of the game when the ethnography took place (2016-2018). Overall, this means that
the culture of Empire (and similar games) is constantly transforming and evolving,
and one can only pinpoint certain aspects of it at a particular point in time, which may
or may not persist given changes to the core features of the game in the future. This
is a limitation that is characteristic of any ethnography of a game which can be up-
dated and patched. These games can be seen more as services than packaged
products, due to their constantly evolving nature.

Nevertheless, this limitation does not contradict the findings of the study. In fact, the
results concerning F2P game culture, and its various contexts, are still valid and ap-
ply not only to the culture of Empire during a specific time (which may have evolved
given updates to the game), but also to a multitude of other F2P games facing a simi-
lar situation. Other free-to-play games that have the same business practices and
aggressive monetization techniques as Empire, whether within the (re)production or
regulation contexts, might also have a similar culture.

Still, Empire is a game with specific characteristics and mechanics. Not all the find-
ings in this study apply to all F2P games. Practices described within the various con-
texts of Empire game culture might apply to a multitude of other F2P games, but
most certainly not all of them. Some practices may appear in numerous other games,
while others might only be applicable to games of the same genre, or those providing
a multiplayer option, or even games that have the same level of aggressive moneti-
zation or consumer-oriented play. For example, practices concerning how players
identify with each other, and arrange themselves in different social hierarchies, are
only applicable to games where a multiplayer option is available, as well as in-game
communication. Hence, these findings might not apply to other F2P games such as
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Candy Crush, which only provide a single player mode. Additionally, findings con-
cerning Empire practices in the (re)production or regulation contexts, which deal with
excessively aggressive monetization (and the resulting contextual relationships)
might apply to games like Fornite, but not others that attempt less commercialized
approaches, putting consumer satisfaction and community growth over fiscal suc-
cess, as Paths of Exile or Guild Wars 2 do, for example.

One final limitation to the study concerns the selection of interview participants. For
the ethnography was done strategically to provide a “unified picture of different cul-
tural logics,” (Alasuutari, 1996, p.376). This strategic selection of participants was
also done after participant observation was completed and specific gaps in data
needed to be filled dealing with the five cultural contexts, which were not clearly ob-
served. Even though the interviews continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved, meaning that no new answers were being obtained from the interviews, the
selection of participants is by no means representative of the entire Empire player
base and culture. Having a non-representative sample could possibly mean that
there are existing opinions and practices of other players that conflict with those men-
tioned in this study. These opinions and practices could belong to casual players, or
those belonging to another sociodemographic, such as younger players, those of
different genders, or those who hail from other countries. Nonetheless, following
Alasuutari (1996) and Boellstorff et al.’s (2012) virtual ethnography approach, the
selection of participants for the study, which resulted in interviews with both Empire
gamers and employees of GGS, provided an accurate depiction of cultural practices
from both the users’ and producers’ perspectives.

Concerning future research efforts that could stem from this study, there are quite a
few possibilities. Key findings of cultural practices can be taken from each context of
Empire’s game culture and compared directly to other F2P games. This would allow
for a straight comparison of game cultures, as indicated in the framework for game
cultural comparison (Elmezeny & Wimmer, 2018). Practices observed in Empire from
one context, multiple contexts, and even contextual relationships themselves (see
5.7), can be directly compared to other F2P games, following the steps taken in the
aforementioned framework. Comparisons can be made between games of other gen-
res, single player games, or even those which are less aggressively monetized, to
see if practices observed in Empire’s culture persist and are characteristic of free-to-
play culture in general, or if there are deviations that occur due to the genre, nature
of play, or monetization of the game itself.

These future research efforts can either be done qualitatively, as recommended in
the Elmezeny and Wimmer framework (2018), or quantitatively. The qualitative ap-
proach recommended in the framework is done through selecting and defining two
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game cultures, specific contexts, and practices for comparison. However, should the
studies be conducted quantitatively, this would permit the comparison of a larger
sample of F2P games and players, allowing for more representative findings. To do
this, instead of defining only two cultures for comparison, the researcher would define
a specific category for games to be grouped and compared on the meso level, such
as the meso-level definition applied with F2P game culture, traditional or subscription
game cultures, in this study. Then, the researcher could collect data using a large-
scale survey, with a representative sample, on the practices of multiple games that fit
this specific meso-level culture definition.

Finally, one worthwhile research pursuit related to this research that could be con-
ducted in the future is an investigation of the transformations the freemium payment
model has on other media cultures, not just on F2P games. The payment model itself
is utilized in a variety of additional media products and services, such as Spotify, or
the indie art platform webtoon. It would be interesting to investigate whether similar
practices to those observed in the contexts of Empire’s culture also manifest in the
contexts of other media cultures. How, for example, users develop online hierarchies
in the community, choose to group with other users, identify with their purchased or
free media products, or how media companies segment users through marketing and
customer services.
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