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Abstract. The cost of developing successful games for either entertainment or 

business purposes is a high-risk investment but mandatory due to the nature of 

the sector.  However, there are discrete and innovative ways that minimize the 

investments risk and assure profitability without losing the player’s engage-

ment.   Gaming monetization can be approached from direct or indirect financial 

charges based on the scope of the game and its target group.  As of today, no 

monetization practice can be considered as a silver bullet as they are all affected 

by geographical, cultural, social, economic and other factors. This paper attempts 

to define the major monetization elements in the gaming industry.  It also at-

tempts to define the major gaming categories and subcategories and associate on 

them the monetization elements and techniques. Furthermore, it creates a map for 

the development of gamification monetization approaches per case which can 

contribute towards effective gaming investments management. 
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1 Introduction 

The growth of the computer and digital games industry has turned out to be non-

predictable in market size and number of applications. At the same time the discipline 

of games design and games development entered unmapped technoeconomic areas 

where challenges and threats are can be as surprising as the opportunities. The wide 

range of games (serious entertainment, simulations, etc) and the limited lifespan they 

have in terms of player engagement turns the development of computer games into 

high-risk but also high-value investments.  
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Games development turned out to be complex technological projects and initiatives 

that create masses of users, require serious investments, utilize tremendous computing 

resources, and demand continuous design and artistic perfection in order to remain en-

gaging. The cost of developing successful games for either entertainment or business 

applications is a high-risk investment but mandatory as well due to the nature of the 

sector. However, there are discrete and innovative techniques and practices to minimize 

such investment risk and increase profitability. 

Game monetization practices is a field in gaming economics that grows faster than 

the games themselves.  In entertainment games, monetization can be approached with 

direct or indirect financial charges while on serious games monetization is measured by 

the contribution of the game to effectiveness of the organization, the performance of 

the employers, their training effectiveness and their overall positive contribution to the 

operations of the organization.  

Applying monetization techniques in any type of game involves socioeconomic and 

psycho-economic elements as well. The psychology of the gamer plays a significant 

role on the adaptation of a monetization technique. It must also be noted that monetiza-

tion the outside entertainment games environment must take into consideration legal 

dimensions as well. When designing monetization models for serious games, parame-

ters such as labour rights, data protection rights, confidentiality performances scores, 

etc., must be considered as well.  

This paper attempts to define the major monetization elements in the gaming indus-

try. It also attempts to define the major gaming categories and subcategories and asso-

ciate on them the monetization elements and techniques and create a map for the devel-

opment of gamification monetization approaches per case that can contribute towards 

effective gaming investments management. 

2 The Gaming Industry Economics, and the Rise of the U.K. 

The last 40 years games have tremendously changed due to the massive technologi-

cal advancements on the information technology sector and the rapid commercializa-

tion of computers. Computer games play today a significant role in the life of people 

regardless their age, sex or social or financial status. This phenomenon has been ana-

lyzed over extensive research indicating the impact games have in modern society [1]. 

Nearly 77% of the families in the United States own videogames, and nearly 46.6% of 

the employees in Germany play games during working hours. 

The computer games industry grows with exponential rates.  The industry in the 

United States had a value of 16.9 billion USD in 2016 and 17.6 billion in 2017 with 4.7 

billion to be from consumers spending. The industry is expected to reach the value of   

20.3 billion by 2020 in the US with the action shooting games to be the most popular.  

An impressive increase is also recorded on the gamers as well. In 2016 there were 

200 million gamers in North America and 912 million in Asia Pacific. Gender does not 

seem to differentiate games.  Women are quite active in games with significant presence 

in some (69 % play match 3 genre) and less presence in others (6% in racing games). 

The is tremendous growth of the markets created new business success stories. On 

2017, the Chinese entertainment company Tencent generated revenues of 18.1 billion 

U.S. dollars. [2] 



Impressive development is also indicated in the UK gaming industry as well. The 

gamers in the UK in 2017 were 32.4 million making the 5th largest video game market, 

(China, USA, Japan and Germany were the top four). Consumer spending increase in 

the UK as well, reaching £4.33 in 2016 and £5.11 in 2017. This growth is reflected in 

the growth of the computer game companies in the country.  On 2018, 2,261 active 

games companies were recorded in the UK, developing all types of games from mobile, 

PC and console, to VR/AR, esports and Artificial Intelligence. [3] 

3 Game Categories and Design Elements. 

Various disciplines in the gamification industry are differentiated in terms of their ap-

plications and the type of users they have. However, an overlap exists in the combina-

tion of competitive and design elements with the motive of increasing user engagement 

and support learning [4], [5]. 

Primarily games can be categorized into entertainment and serious/business games.   

The entertainment games include, Massively Multiplayer Online games (MMO), sim-

ulations, role playing (RPG), first & third person shooters (FPS/TPS) which have been 

spread across various genres like puzzle, strategy, action and racing. This gamified ap-

proach includes various design elements created for pleasure and entertainment with 

minimalistic support and existence of predetermined learning outcomes. 

Serious Games, on the other hand, is an upcoming trend with significant potential to 

revolutionize business management and operations.   Serious games, are games carry-

ing game-inspired design elements, designed not for entertainment but gamified struc-

turally to either gamify a corporate’s content (Structural Gamification) or turn the con-

tent into a game (Content Gamification) with a predetermined objective [5].  

A serious game, comprised of several design elements (points, adaptation to diffi-

culty and a narrative) can be similar across other serious game s [6].  

Under a structural gamification approach, in serious games, the corporate content is 

transformed into a template – based approach with plug-and-play functionality within 

the game and minimalistic structural changes to the native content. This can be achieved 

by using design elements to a design structure of a game that applies to different cor-

porate contents. Content Gamification on the other hand involves a one-time unique 

structure created for specific corporate content, incorporating various design elements, 

unique to the content type. For example, business simulations (or ‘gamesims’) [7] for 

inventory management training the Purchase Department would constitute gamifying 

the inventory management content. 

In between the entertainment and cooperate games a new category exists which em-

phasizes on the learning experience of any game.   The educational games are based on 

gaming mechanics which increase the ability to learn new skills [8]. Today gamification 

has applications in the educational sector, which can potentially disrupt the dynamics 

of education due to lack of active engagement and motivation amongst students of any 

age and type, in cognitive learning processes [5]. Educational games can incorporate 

competitive design elements with motives for fulfilling the market gap of lack of en-

gagement. Research indicates that gamification in education including science, mathe-

matics, cultural heritage, foreign languages, health, computer science, software engi-

neering, business and logistics [9]. 



Improving upon the antecedents of the user engagement such as the player’s cogni-

tive abilities on task management, sense of control would lead to the user incrementally 

improving the in-game performance on the outcomes of education [10] and the prede-

termined objectives [11]. 

4 Monetization Practices.  

The gaming industry evolution can be characterized by innovation which in most cases 

require high budget with uncertain success. Game monetization refers to the strategy 

and practices that assure return on investment in game development projects and initi-

atives.   

In monetization, there are fundamental revenue-generation approaches that can be 

interlinked. One of them is the utilization of the advertising space.  This tackles the way 

a firm can utilize web spaces to sponsor advertisements that can generate revenue.  This 

kind of classic approach has been adopted by many industries with online presence. 

Subscription is considered to be another base of revenue generation and it can manifest 

itself in seven different ways based on the involvement of the user, the duration and 

other options.  The decision on which subscription a user should select is highly de-

pended on the needs of the user.  Various types of subscriptions can be used together; 

this is widely used in mobile applications such as Headspace. 

Monetization practices and strategies can also be developed around the utilization of 

the game’s data.    Data driven monetization refers to the use, selling or access of im-

portant data to generate revenue.  This is one of the main monetization models used in 

websites such as Facebook that allows data access to other firms [12].  

While the data-oriented monetization utilizes the information of users the agency-

oriented monetization focuses on access to the platform and increase its popularity in 

various marketplaces. Ebay is such an example which allows access only through a 

commission.  

More monetization practices and approaches are the agent oriented and lifestyle-ori-

ented ones. The Agency-based monetization is usually interlinked with subscription 

and has been used effectively in human resources management and recruiting firms 

[10]. The Lifestyle based monetization is not commonly used in gamified products as 

it usually refers to the selling of merchandise or direct to consumer-based models.    

However indirect marketing can be achieved in gamification through which lifestyle 

products can be promoted as part of the game scenario.  Table 1 presents these five 

monetization orientations that can be utilized by a game from many dimensions such 

as before, during and after game-play.      

Table 1.  Categorization of monetization practices.  

Monetization Base Example 

Ad Space Banner Ads 

Affiliate Marketing 

Native Advertising 

Branded Content 

Ad Free 
 



Data Base DaaS (data as a service) 

Packed Data 

DIY DaaS 

Optimization 
 

Subscription Base Virtual Goods (microtransactions) 
 

 Free DIY or Paid DFY 

Pay What You Want 

Pay Per Device, License, User 

Freemium 
 

Agency Base Commission 

Subscription Fee 

Pay to: Offer, List, Get Noticed,  

Cashback 
 

Lifestyle Base Direct to Consumer 

Branded Merchandise 

5 Mapping the Monetization Practices to Game Domains.  

The monetization practices in the context of the different game categories have also 

different applications that can be either used as standalone practices or in various com-

binations towards achieving unique pathways for revenue generation and profitability.   

In serious games two subscription-based monetization approaches can be used ef-

fectively.  The first one is the freemium business model that can be used primarily on 

the structural gamification applications. The term is composed from the words “free” 

and “premium” indicating that a service is offered for free on the basic operations, but 

for premium add-on services, functionalities or related services, a fee is charged [13]. 

Through the application of a freemium price model, serious games can monetize 

various design elements that can provide basic operations such as employee training 

and productivity enhancement. However, combinations of other operations and func-

tionality can be sold in form of a premium ‘add on’ allowing serious games to be agile 

in use and cost, and therefore more applicable in different corporate departments. For 

companies like ‘Tencent’ who invested in the freemium business model and generated 

revenues over $18.1 billion in 2017 [14], monetization through the freemium model 

turned out to be very attractive. 

The second subscription base that can be used is ‘Pay Per User’, which works in 

team-oriented products and services. Depending on the organisational size, the potential 

for monetization exists where large number of employees need to be involved. There-

fore, implementation and adaptation of a ‘Pay Per User’ coupled with a freemium sub-

scription base would allow sustainable and affordable monetization opportunities. 

These monetization practices can also be adapted in the entertainment games domain 

which currently benefits from virtual goods with various microtransactions on free 

games.  A successful example is Fortnite, which generated revenues of $318 million in 

May 2018 [15]. The specific approach allows users to get premium add-ons such as 

various game-skins and Experience Point (XP) boosts. These features, however, don’t 

give a competitive advantage but support a lower user churn rate and product loyalty.  



Education games on the other hand could benefit significantly from the ‘Pay Per 

Device’ subscription approach which allows education institutions to be charged a fee 

for each student who participates in the game. This subscription base could work well 

on a tier-based system, according to the size of the education institution. Another po-

tential subscription base would be ‘Pay Per License’ where institutions would pay to be 

receiving each gamified solution being offered by the provider. 

6 Niche Markets and Monetization Approaches.    

The evolution of gamification and the monetization practices are aligned with the evo-

lution of the technology and the areas of applications games can contribute.  The rapid 

development of the gaming industry does not allow monetization models to be settled 

down in the PC, console and mobile gaming regardless the type of game (serious, en-

tertainment, educational). This has caused challenges for startups who enter in gaming 

business with new ideas. Reaching the visibility needed in heavily competed market 

places is very demanding, thus the probability for success can be significantly lower.  

New market places are being born and dying every now and then even in the gaming 

industry.  A new promising market is the Virtual Reality games where monetization 

faces various challenges primarily due to the cost of VR game operations. Early 

adopters in VR have not yet been as successful as technology providers have been ex-

pected. Even the new technologies have the same type of challenges Microsoft Kinect 

motion detection sensor have had earlier. Both VR glasses and Kinect sensors have 

been designed for consumer markets.  

However, monetization models in non-consumer markets are totally different, mak-

ing traditional game companies face difficulties on apply other monetization models.  

The prime reason for these difficulties is because they try to utilize game technologies 

by being focused on projects rather than service innovations. Figure 1 presents an ex-

ample of monetization model for exergaming [16].  

Digital rehabilitation markets are fragmented with thousands of single solutions. 

This led to the established of the DigiRehab consortium which unites the Finnish digital 

rehabilitation industry into open business ecosystems. This monetization practice relies 

on joint digital physical therapy and gamified solutions for exercise, award, IoT, user 

profile, and analytics management provided by various companies in a business eco-

system. Currently, research is been executed in prevention and rehabilitation.  



 

Fig. 1. Monetization model in digital physical therapy and gamified solutions for exercise. 

This monetization model can be scaled from the healthcare sector to the technology 

industry. It has been experienced that safety training solutions for example in VR, re-

quire various expertise areas such as exercise (including health, safety, environment, 

and quality), pedagogy, player profile, natural language understanding, and analytics 

management.  

To manage such challenges, strategic multi-disciplinary partnerships need to be cre-

ated like the Finnish National Safety Training Consortium which has been established 

by the Turku University of Applied Sciences and participated in various applications 

(Fig. 2).  

    

Fig. 2. VR Safety Training solutions from Turku University of Applied Sciences. 

 



7 Monetization Geo-socio-techno-economic Influence Factors. 

Besides the type of games and their area of application there are many other external 

factors that impact monetization strategies and approaches.  Socio-geographic and so-

cio-economic influences on how gamers, interact with each other and with the games, 

influence the game monetization practices selected per case.  

Aspects such as the financial status of the player’s income can affect the way gamers 

spend. Surprisingly people who earn more than £90,000 per year are less likely to spend 

on game microtransactions despite their financial ability [17]. On the other hand, people 

with associate degrees or high school diplomas tend to spend most in-game purchases.  

This difference in income and education highlights a very specific demographic point 

and the psychological aspect of superiority.  It is hypothesized that people with medium 

income buy more in-game content as it provides them with a feeling of superiority. This 

need can be correlated with the Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as the main aspect people 

with medium income fail into [18].  

 

Riot Games, the multibillion-dollar company behind “League of Legends” is known 

to adjust the prices for its digital currency, known as Riot Points, on its online store 

based on the average wealth of each geographic region and/or the GDP per country 

[19].  In Europe for example, the smallest amount of money someone can spend is 2.50€ 

(2.2£) for 400 Riot Points while the maximum is 50€ (43.75£) for 9.300 Riot Points. In 

the USA however the company has different pricing limits where the minimum is 5$ 

(3.82£) for 650 Riot Points and the maximum is 100$ (76.4£) for 15.000 Riot Points.  

Similar to the European pricing limits is also Mexico despite the fact that it is next to 

the USA.  In Mexico, the minimum is amount a gamer can spend is 55 Mex$ (2.2£) for 

555 Riot Points while the maximum is 1.320 Mex$ (52.8£) for 15.780 Riot Points.  Ta-

ble 2 indicates the pricing differences under one currency, the Great Britain Sterling, 

and also presents the cost per Riot Point in the minimum and the maximum purchase 

limits. 

Table 2.  Riot Points buying value in various geographic regions.  

County Minimum 

Purchase  

Minimum 

Riot Points 

Cost/Riot 

Point in £ 

Maximum  

Purchase  

Maximum 

Riot Points 

Cost/Riot 

Point in £ 

EUROPE   2.50 € EUR    400 0,0055     50 € EUR    9.300 0.0047 

USA    5.00 $  USD    650 0,0058   100 $  USD  15.000 0.0050 

MEXICO 55.00 $ MXN    555 0,0039 1,320 $ MXN  17.780 0.0029 

 

Geo-economic factors can also be combined with geo-cultural factors not only in 

direct game monetization of the game access costs but also on the game devices.   In 

Asia mobile gaming is very common. Asian players either through mobile games or 

handheld consoles, enjoy playing video games while being outside, during public trans-

portation or in between work or school breaks [20]. The same cannot be said for the 

western market however. While mobile and handheld gaming still exists in the west, it 

is not considered a legitimate method of gaming by many people. Game developers 

must be very careful where and when they release their new projects in order to predict 

its success more precisely.  



A recent and interesting example of game release which did not go as expected is 

the way Blizzard entertainment presented their newest mobile game, Diablo Immortal, 

to the western audience.  

Diablo has been a successful series that slowly gained a loyal PC fanbase. Blizzard 

is a company which has all of its greatest games on PC, and recently on consoles.  How-

ever, the decision to release the newest Diablo game as a mobile exclusive had a severe 

impact on Blizzard’s profits with its share-value to drop significantly, more than 30%, 

as indicated in figure 3. [21]  

 

 

Fig. 3. Blizzard Activision stock after revealing on Nov.2, 2018 the release day of Diablo Im-

mortal on mobile. 

8 Monetization Pre and Post conditions, Addiction and Ethics. 

Selecting the best modernization approach in games of any kind is highly related to the 

type of game itself and its players target group.    

Microtransactions based game monetization is one of the most common method used 

today by most game developers and the one with the most critical pre and post condi-

tions to apply.   Microtransactions are highly related to the player’s culture, financial 

ability to pay the game effectively, geographic locations, social status and much more.  

They are applied to large target groups in an indirect and discrete way trying not to 

disrupt the gameplay, the gaming ethics and the gamer’s communities.  However, mi-

crotransactions are not always quite innocent and there can be serious ethical issues on 

the way they are used as game pre- and post-conditions.    

A key requirement to identify the proper monetization strategy is the device games 

are played on (gaming console, computer, mobile phone, etc). Paywalls for mobile 

games, subscriptions for PC games and loot-boxes for console games are the most pop-

ular monetization practices with different pre-conditions and post conditions but all un-

der the microtransaction strategy.    

The most common paywall is the patience paywall were the player is being stopped 

from progressing further into the game by making the resources or time demanded to 

progress extremely high or difficult. Players will either spend weeks trying to make it 



past the absurd hurdles set before them or they can simply pay to get over them in-

stantly. Mobile developers deploy multiple paywalls within each game, each spaced 

apart from the next, in order to profit from impatient players. What makes this method 

ethical is that technically the game can certainly be finished without paying, but what 

is “unethical” is that without paying the game can be time consuming and frustrating. 

For the paywalls to work, the game must “shower” the player with rewards and then 

slowly give them less until they finally face the wall, creating this way a form of addic-

tion. Once the player gets past the paywall this loop starts again providing the player 

with an addicting feeling accomplishment. 

Subscription is another method of monetization used in many games operating on 

all devices, but it is mostly used by PC game developers. It is very similar to a paywall 

but instead of having to pay once to get over it, the players need to pay monthly or 

yearly in order to maintain their right to progress or even play. Some games offer op-

tional subscriptions that only provide benefits while others make them mandatory. The 

pre-conditions for a successful subscription system are either stopping the player from 

progressing until a subscription is bought or letting the player progress slowly but keep-

ing many of the useful and beautiful in-game features away, while constantly promoting 

them. After the subscription is bought the player feels the need to maintain what they 

obtained hence being pressured to keep their subscriptions active.   

Outside of paywalls and subscriptions, there is another method commonly used in 

the console gaming industry that rose to popularity in recent years. That method is the 

loot-boxes and it was popularized recently as a way to make the purchase of game cos-

metics more fun and addicting for the players, while profitable for the developers by 

integrating the sense on gambling. Loot-boxes contain numerous in-game cosmetics 

that usually dont affect the gameplay. A loot-box always costs the same but the contents 

within it are random. This is a very common trend when it comes to monetization meth-

ods as it creates a form of addiction. One of the oldest forms of addiction is gambling, 

and that is what loot boxes capitalize on. Gamer’s hopes that the next loot-box they get 

will possibly have what they want is what keeps them purchasing more. A precondition 

for loot-boxes to sell is to offer items worth the gamble. A simple way of making some-

things value inflate is by keeping them rare. Rare items are desired so much that in 

some cases these items are sold in community markets between players for incredible 

amounts of money [22]. 

Gaming monetization is a very serious part of any game development project.  Game 

ethics on the other hand are closely related to the monetization strategy and practices 

adopted by the game designers. What is legal might not always be ethical, but since it 

is legal it can be considered ethical and this is where monetization pre- and post-condi-

tions and shall be further developed with more attention to the game and the gamers.   

9  Areas of Further Research.   

Identifying monetization techniques and aligning them with various gamification do-

mains is the first step towards understanding gamification economics.   This paper pre-

sented an overview of the monetization concept and introduced specific methods, prac-

tices, precondition and post conditions towards monetizing a gamified application.    



However, the concept of gamification monetization extends furthermore in a micro and 

macro analysis, decision, strategy and ethics.  

The implementation cost of a gamified application impacts significantly the moneti-

zation approach that will follow.   The return on investment on gamification projects is 

vital to the developers due to the high cost of the technology involved, and the short 

life span of operations, since players/clients demand continuous updates and alignment 

with the gaming trends.   On the other hand, the high cost of gaming projects shall not 

be passed only on the players / clients and monetization practices shall involve more 

game sponsorships, and this is an area this research will extend.   

Solving this equation of how cost distribution is spread on various revenue streams 

is more of a strategy than a financial challenge.  This research will also extend towards 

a further and more in-depth analysis of the monetization strategy gamified applications 

and projects could adopt.   Future work will target the development of a monetization 

strategy generator which will compose the right monetization approach per activity type 

within the game specifications and operations.   

10 Conclusions.  

Gamification and monetization are two closely related concepts with a distant back-

ground.  The creative dimension of gamification has to be aligned with the practical 

dimension of monetization.   

Creative arts and economics cannot be aligned effectivity all the times as the cost of 

creativity might not be covered effectively with the monetization practices of the gam-

ified project. After all, art can be expensive.   However, the growth of the games indus-

try and the high volumes of funds being involved, together with the tremendous reve-

nues generated, allows many monetization practices to be considered valid, effective 

and ethical.  On the other hand, the increase of the competition in the gaming industry 

and the increase of the type of gamified applications will request more specific and 

more ethical monetization strategies and methods in the very near future. This is some-

thing this research has indicated and approached with the geographical, social, tech-

nical, economical and other influence game factors that can determine the pre-condi-

tions and the post-conditions of the monetization practices to be selected.      

The paper approached this mapping process and resented the base for understanding 

the monetization challenge in gamification per type of game and game device.  Further 

research will be conducted to extend this work on more advanced areas where gamifi-

cation monetization can be modelled under a structured methodology and framework.   
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